Fifth Week of Lent Thursday April 2, 2020

FIRST READING: Genesis 17:3-9
A reading from the Book of Genesis:

When Abram prostrated himself, God spoke to him: “My covenant with you is this:  you are to become the father of a host of nations. No longer shall you be called Abram; your name shall be Abraham, for I am making you the father of a host of nations. I will render you exceedingly fertile; I will make nations of you; kings shall stem from you. I will maintain my covenant with you and your descendants after you throughout the ages as an everlasting pact, to be your God and the God of your descendants after you. I will give to you and to your descendants after you the land in which you are now staying, the whole land of Canaan, as a permanent possession; and I will be their God.” God also said to Abraham: “On your part, you and your descendants after you must keep my covenant throughout the ages.”
The word of the Lord.

RESPONSORIAL: Psalm 105:4-5, 6-7, 8-9
The Lord remembers his covenant for ever.

Look to the Lord in his strength; seek to serve him constantly. Recall the wondrous deeds that he has wrought, his portents, and the judgments he has uttered.

The Lord remembers his covenant for ever.
You descendants of Abraham, his servants, sons of Jacob, his chosen ones! He, the Lord, is our God; throughout the earth his judgments prevail.

The Lord remembers his covenant for ever.
He remembers forever his covenant which he made binding for a thousand generations – Which he entered into with Abraham and by his oath to Isaac.

The Lord remembers his covenant for ever.

GOSPEL: John  8:51-59
+ A reading from the holy Gospel according to John:

Jesus said to the Jews: “Amen, amen, I say to you, whoever keeps my word will never see death.” So the Jews said to him, “Now we are sure that you are possessed. Abraham died, as did the prophets, yet you say, ‘Whoever keeps my word will never taste death.’ Are you greater than our father Abraham, who died? Or the prophets, who died? Who do you make yourself out to be?” Jesus answered, “If I glorify myself, my glory is worth nothing; but it is my Father who glorifies me, of whom you say, ‘He is our God.’ You do not know him, but I know him. And if I should say that I do not know him, I would be like you a liar. But I do know him and I keep his word. Abraham your father rejoiced to see my day; he saw it and was glad.” So the Jews said to him, “You are not yet fifty years old and you have seen Abraham?” Jesus said to them, “Amen, amen, I say to you, before Abraham came to be, I AM.” So they picked up stones to throw at him; but Jesus hid and went out of the temple area.
The Gospel of the Lord.
Fifth Week of Lent Thursday

In the first reading, God makes a covenant with Abram and changes his name to Abraham. A covenant is defined as an agreement between parties. God promises some spectacular things. I will make, render and build. Many nations and Kings will come from your line. These promises are startling since Abraham and Sarah have no children. They spend most of their lives anticipating the promise’s fulfillment. They will not live to see the fulfillment. They will live to see their son raised to adulthood and perhaps their grandchildren. God did not do these things for Abraham and Sarah but for their descendants. Abraham and Sarah had a hint of what was to come. Today Jews and Muslims claim descent from Abraham. Christians, too, claim to be descendants through faith in Jesus. We are the fulfillment. I will be your God. You must keep my covenant. Abraham was to believe in God and trust in the promise to come. This covenant was between God and Abraham. It was an agreement between two parties. The covenant of Moses was made with the whole nation. The two are related but not the same. I will be your God and you will be my people. The Hebrew people promised to believe in God and follow the commandments found in the Law given by God to Moses.

We belong to God, but does God belong to us? God is our God. We are part of God’s people. God remains faithful as long as God remains our God. The commandment we follow is the law of love, the greatest and first. You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the great and first commandment. And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself. On these two commandments depend all the Law and the Prophets. This is eternal life, that they may know You, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom You have sent. For us, belief in Jesus and fidelity to love are our parts of the covenant. 

The Gospel of John relies more on dialogue rather than narrative and Jesus teaching. There is something we know, as we read the gospel, Jesus is the eternal Word, the promised Messiah and God, himself. We also know and believe that Jesus has two natures. He is fully divine and fully human. Jesus is like us in all things but sin. Jesus’ disciples believed this too. The rest did not. In their response to Jesus, we hear their incredulity and confusion as Jesus speaks of eternal life. They think Jesus to be crazy. As the dialogue continues, Jesus reveals to the unbelievers who he is. That leads to trouble. What Jesus has to say comes from God, the Father. The crowd does not hear the truth of Jesus’ words. The crowd becomes a mob who wants to stone Jesus to death.

Stoning someone to death was the fate of one who committed the sin of blasphemy. When Jesus stated I AM, we don’t hear blasphemy. We hear Jesus say that he’s God. I AM is the statement of God to Moses from the Burning Bush. I AM who I AM. To a good and faithful Jew that constitutes blasphemy. After all, this was Jesus of Nazareth and nothing good can come from there. Jesus feared for his life.

Jesus also invoked the name of Abraham. Being God, Jesus made the initial agreement with Abraham, hence his reference. None of what Jesus said made any sense to the crowd. Whereas my sentiment and support is with Jesus in this encounter, I can sympathize with the unbelieving crowd. This was the first time they heard this stuff. The people heard Jesus from the context of Judaism. Their faith prevented them from knowing who Jesus is. We hear Jesus word through faithful ears for we believe.

The responsorial for these readings, the Lord remembers his covenant forever, strikes home the poignancy of the dilemma the crowd had. If they listened to Jesus they would violate their covenant with God. The Jews then were still God’s people. The Jews today are God’s people. We Christians are people of the New Covenant, as we believe in Jesus. Jews are people of the Old Covenant, who believe in the promise to Abraham and Moses. How God works is mysterious. There is much ambiguity where religion is involved.

We can pray for people who do not believe or believe as we do. I always add to prayers I pray for others what Jesus taught us; thy kingdom come; thy will be done. What I may want for someone, and for myself, may not be what God intends. I have always appreciated the image of God’s loving arms. That’s where everyone belongs. I visualize those for whom I pray in God’s embrace. God is far more loving and merciful than I. 

There is, at the end of the story, a line that relates very well to the times we all face. Preaching on paper is not preaching (this is a computer screen). Staying home on Sunday (or Thursday for that matter), seems strange. Keeping social distance feels wrong. Jesus was under threat of death too. The crowd wanted to stone him to death. Jesus hid, thus protecting himself. Our actions protect others as well as ourselves and are more like his. As faithful people, in the strangeness of these days, weeks and months (?), perhaps this is the way to fulfill God’s covenant.
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