A. 14th Sunday in Ordinary Time#1                                                                  Zech9: 9-10

Background

The Book of Zechariah consists of two sections. Chs1-8 were written just after the return from Babylonian exile (ca. 520BC). Chs9-14 were written after Alexander the Great conquered the region (after 330BC). In this latter section the Davidic dynasty is (understandably) overlooked for the most part, since it has long ceased to function. In ch9 the warlike atmosphere suddenly changes into rejoicing over the inauguration of a peaceful reign of the long-awaited messianic ruler. (This is obviously, at the time of the writing, an eschatological prophecy, not an historical occurrence.)
Text

v. 9 Rejoice heartily…shout aloud: The setting here reminds of a liturgical entrance procession, complete with the spontaneous, energetic, enthusiastic, almost ecstatic, shouts from the crowd. The picture we get is of the prophet interpreting, while simultaneously announcing, the arrival of the victorious king, their long-expected Messiah who will free the city and them from domination by evil forces. It is a grand and sacred liturgical procession.

O daughter Zion…Jerusalem: Zion is the hill on which Jerusalem is built. Since this is poetry they are both metaphors for the people of the city. Cities, with their walls protecting the life within and engendering it, were frequently compared to pregnant women and personified in poetry.

A just savior is he: “Just savior” translates the Gk (LXX) not the Hb text. In Hb it reads “just and saved.” Apparently, the Greek translators had a difficult time accepting the messianic ruler as “saved” himself and so read the description as “just savior.” The Gk reads dikaios (just) kai (and) sozon (saving one, savior). The Hb reads tsaddik (just) we (and) nosha` (saved). In the Hebrew the emphasis is on the king as head of his people, leading them in justice and into salvation. “Just,” then, refers to God’s justice towards himself and to his word by fulfilling his promises in every respect. “Saved” means that the messianic king is himself a disciple of God, himself led along the way with divinely infused strength, first receiving and then imparting salvation to others.

Meek and riding on an ass: The Messiah who rides into Jerusalem combines meekness with majesty, humility with power. The horse was the mount in time of war. The donkey signified peace. If a general or king rode into a city on a donkey, it meant his intentions were peaceful. He would not rule through violence or by military might. (Jesus himself “fulfilled” this text by entering Jerusalem on an ass amidst shouts of joyful welcome.)

v. 10 He shall banish the chariot…horse…warrior’s bow: Peace and universal dominion will not be due to any military force on Israel’s part, but the exclusive doing of the Lord.

from Ephraim…Jerusalem: “Ephraim” is an old name for the northern Kingdom, usually called “Israel.” It is frequently found in poetry to refer to the north. Jerusalem stands for the whole southern kingdom, Judah. Both the north and south are to be included in this program of total disarmament.
proclaim peace to the nations: The peace (Hb shalom) or blessings or wholeness, formerly thought to be reserved for Israel and Judah alone, are now extended to the entire world, the nations. This peace will not be won by military battles. It will simply be proclaimed. The word in Hb is dibber, from dabar, which means both “word” and “event.” What God says or proclaims happens. This is peace coming from God alone.

from sea to sea: This would be from the Mediterranean Sea to the Persian Gulf, the parameters of the entire civilized world at that time.

from the River to the ends of the earth: The “River” is the Euphrates and the “ends of the earth” the still uncharted regions on the edges of civilization.

Reflection

The teaching found in the Book of Isaiah is continued here in the second half of Zechariah. Though it is a much shorter work, it spans the same time frame as the Book of Isaiah. The historical events that formed the basis for Isaiah’s interpretation of God’s mind and will, namely from just before the Babylonian exile to after the exile, is the same historical period that Zechariah reflects upon. Both teachings, however, were not written down in the form we have them until centuries later. That in itself teaches us something, namely, that the distance of time allows us to see more deeply into the events and interpret them more appropriately. Even in our own personal lives this is true. As we get further away from the various events, indeed the defining moments and decisions of our lives, we are better able to see, most because we are more open, how past history has shaped our present lives and our understanding of life.

Isaiah and Zechariah took different approaches, however, to make essentially the same point. Isaiah replaced the notion of Messiah King with the notion of Messiah Suffering Servant. The main point of the Book of Isaiah, taken as a whole, is that all the promises of God will be fulfilled not by a restored Davidic dynasty, but by a humble and innocently suffering servant of God. On the other hand, Zechariah retains the notion of kingship, but demilitarizes him, makes him a humble and peaceful king who will establish the peace of God’s kingdom, not by might, but by eschewing the methods of war and violence. Both are making the same point, but Zechariah maintains the old imagery. This in itself teaches us a lesson that we can apply to our own personal lives, namely, that reflection on Scripture needs to go deeper than the surface imagery used to communicate God’s mind and will. As we go deeper into the various images Scripture uses to make its point, we are better able to release the point from its package and apply it to many more situations.

The context of any text is important. It establishes the limits of the particular truth it reveals and it puts flesh on the otherwise elusive word. But, the relevance of that word, that point, that message, for our present and personal lives lies in the ability to lift the truth from the original context and place it in the midst of context of our own lives, so that it will light up our particular darkness and lead us out of it. 

The essential truth of this text is that the way of the Messiah is the way of peace. The way Zechariah gets this across is by saying that the conquering king will take possession of his new city, his kingdom, is by entering it riding on an ass, rather than a horse. In those days everybody would have known what that meant. It would have been a shocking message, yet one people would be drawn to by virtue of its ability to say a lot in a few words. They would have easily “unpacked” the meaning. Today, centuries later, we have to study such things more in order to get the point. However, when we do, the result is rewarding. We cannot help but be impressed how poetry can be so externally pleasing to the ear and at the same time be revolutionary, if really understood.

Coming from the very source of life, from what we would describe as the “mouth of God, we learn that all the years of violence and war that earthlings have both engaged in and suffered are contrary to the divine mind and will. Violence and war are never the answer, even if sometimes they are engaged in for self-defense and defense of the innocent. They are stopgap measures at best, not real solutions. The Messiah King (of Zechariah) or the Messiah Suffering Servant (of Isaiah) demonstrates that peace is not only the goal of God, but his method for arriving at it. When Jesus rode into Jerusalem on an ass he was telling anyone who knew their Scripture that he was Zechariah’s prophesied conqueror, but also a man of peace. He rode into Jerusalem in that fashion in order to fulfill that prophecy by becoming the suffering servant of Isaiah in the flesh, on and by the cross. In the short term it would look as though the peaceful way failed, given the violent death of Jesus, that violence triumphs over peace, that peace is weaker than war. However, it took less than three days to prove the point. Jesus would conquer not a city but death. War and violence inflict death and suffering, but do not conquer it. By his resurrection Jesus showed that God’s way will win in the end. So practice it throughout our lives and all will be well, the meaning of Hb shalom, “peace.”

Key Notions

1. The Davidic dynasty is dead, but God’s promises live on.

2. God keeps his word as he has intended it, not as people have imagined or distorted it.

3. The peaceful way is God’s way. It will be painful but not destructive, as is the violent way.

4. The peaceful way is also the humble way.

Food For Thought

1. Humble Hope: Faithful and thoughtful Jews would never give up on God’s promises. Not only did they retain hope in a Messiah after the return from Babylonian exile, despite the fact that the Davidic dynasty was wiped out, they still retained hope after Alexander the Great turned the civilized world into a more or less graecized culture. There was not a lot of evidence in the political situation to give rise to this hope. Though there had been no king for two hundred years the hope in a Davidic Messiah remained strong. 

 But, there were two very different hopes. Among the faithful and thoughtful, adversity had purified and internalized this hope. The fading of the kingly glory, complete with its pomp and circumstance, horses, chariots and bows, permitted a deeper vision to emerge, one of a humble, peaceful leader. On the other hand, most of the populace did not engage in such a deepening process, did not take advantage of the lessons adversity can teach. They clung to their conceit, no matter what, of a military warlike Messiah who would conquer the world by force and put them on the top of the heap where they could gloat.

Both were claiming God as the source of their hope. One was right; the other (history would prove) wrong. Today, we call it “toxic faith.” This is a belief in one’s own version of God, all the while ignoring the God who has revealed himself in history, in mystery, in his Word. Toxic faith is a belief in God on my terms, God as I want him to be. Most of the populace wanted a God who would humiliate those who humiliated them or who could, by their superior power, humiliate them. The God who really is, instead, sent his own son to be humiliated by those very people he was to save. (Only God would think of something like that!)
2. The Humble Way: To the world the gentle way, the peaceful way, the humble way, seems to be the weakest way. Meekness is a sign of weakness. A person is meek, humble, and peaceful because the person has no choice, the world reasons. Others have the power and they do not, so they must be submissive. But, really, meekness is not submissiveness. It is really resistance of the most powerful kind. While a meek person recognizes that God has all the power and he/she has none, the meek one also recognizes that other humans have no power of themselves either. All they have is force, might, the upper hand, and that only temporarily. The meek one witnesses daily “how the mighty have fallen” and smiles gently, grateful for the wisdom bestowed by his/her higher power to see things as God does. This gentle conqueror, who gives to others what he has received, what was given him by his Father, is like the person in a twelve step program working the twelfth step, sharing with others what he/she has received, spreading the good news, salvation and peace, by example and word.
The style of Jesus, using the power of persuasion rather than the persuasion of power, is embraced by the faithful, thoughtful disciples, and rejected by those of “toxic faith.” They prefer to use even the teachings of Jesus (more correctly, the secular values and practices which have crept into the Church) as weapons to put down, to crush, to humiliate and subdue those who do not enjoy the perks of power. And what happened to the Jews of old, happens to them. They find themselves on the outside looking in, too late to repent, really too weak to be strong enough to admit their errors. To some people God’s word is ammunition to be used against opponents, even intellectually opponents (often branded as “heretics”); to others God’s word is fuel providing fuel to live and work and power to love and laugh. The humble and peaceful use God’s word as fuel to provide light to see and fire, not to burn and destroy, but to cook and eat and enjoy.
1
3

