A. Body of Christ#1                                                                                        Dt8: 2-3, 14-16

Background
This text uses contrast quite effectively to make its point. It contrasts the former desert (experience) with the present land, humility with pride and remembering with forgetting. The author’s point is that while Israel was in the desert, aware of the precariousness of life, she was very conscious of God. Now that she is settled in the land and things are for the most part predictable (like the growing season) and she enjoys prosperity, she has forgotten all about Yahweh. She runs the gamut of neglectfully forgetting about the commandments to consciously and boastfully ascribing to her own human powers what rightfully belongs to God and to his credit (honor and glory). Though the contrast was great between the former subsistence level of life and the present prosperous one, both came from God. The external environment might have changed from desert to fertile land, but the broader context of divine providence has not.

Text

v.2 remember: To remember, in scripture,  is not merely to reminisce, but to remain ever conscious of the presence and providence of God. Though the contrast was great between the former subsistence level of life and the present prosperous one, both came from God. (By modern western standards the prosperity of ancient Palestine was limited, even meager, what with droughts, locusts, invaders, etc. However, the contrast between that and former desert life was substantial.)

so as to test you by affliction: Evil has its purposes and so does God. God’s purpose is educational, to teach lessons otherwise missed. God can even turn suffering into a good outcome, thus thwarting evil’s intentions.

v. 3 He therefore let you be afflicted with hunger: “Afflicted” here has the sense found in 1Kgs8:35 and Ps119: 71, describing God’s educative discipline. It does not mean that God actively sends bad experiences in order to hurt, get even or punish. God “lets” such things happen because he “lets” humans exercise free will. But such human choices have consequences. Humans cause and produce such evil consequences, which are inflicted on all afflicted by them. God, however, uses even them to good purpose. He uses them to teach, train, educate, strengthen, etc. Hunger is bad, but God uses the experience to teach his children of their absolute dependence on him and of his providential care for them. This is more a result of hunger (or anything else) rather than a purpose of it. Human language is at a disadvantage whenever it tries to speak of God, but especially when it tries to recognize God’s omnipotence and human free will simultaneously. In stressing God’s side of things, a human author may leave the false impression that God directly causes evil, even in quite specific instances. The Hebrew really says, “He humbled you and let you hunger.” In other words, God used their hunger as an opportunity to “humble” (“afflict” is also a good translation of this word, `anah), to educate, to bring home the point of their dependence on him and his providential care for them. “Tolerate” captures the sense of “let” used here. God tolerates evil, rather than positively permits it.

with manna, a food unknown to you: Whatever “manna” was (the excretion by insects of an edible substance found especially on the tamarisk tree?) , the Hebrews neither grew it nor knew it.

in order to show you that not by bread alone: The contrast here is not between the material and the spiritual as the basis for life, but between human self-sufficiency (bread alone) and divine dependence (word). The “word” of God is any and all creative acts proceeding from the divine will. In this case, manna, whatever its substance, came from the same divine source as would physical bread or the written word. Food will provide for and prolong existence, but life is more than food, more than existence. There are deeper hungers than physical hunger. God will supply every human need.

v. 5 the Lord, your God, disciplines you even as a man disciplines his son: Both the father-son analogy and the motif of educative discipline are prominent wisdom themes (cf. Prov3: 11f).

v. 11 be careful not to forget: “Forget” here has the passive sense of being unconscious, unaware, not taking account of the presence or urgency of something/someone. This could be either culpable or inculpable. The word is used in v. 16 in its active (and earlier) sense of arrogantly ascribing to oneself credit for wealth and accomplishment, which is really Yahweh’s. This is always culpable. In both senses the consequences of “forgetting Yahweh” are negative, ultimately dire.

v. 14 you become haughty of heart and unmindful of the Lord: The possession of the land (or any other blessing for that matter) has not come to Israel as a result of her own unaided power. Forgetting that (or the source of any other blessing) results in arrogance, over-self-confidence and self-promotion. Complacency, being content with the status quo, is unhealthy. It results from a failure to look back or to look to the future. It’s being stuck in the present moment without context, with no basis for comparison and so no basis for direction or desire for growth or change. Neglecting or refusing to see things in context results in arrogance, the foolish belief that oneself is the cause of one’s “power” and accomplishments. Prosperity, to the arrogant, is deserved because (they erroneously think) it is earned.

v. 15 who brought forth water for you from the flinty rock: This refers to the rock Moses struck and from which flowed water (Ex17: 6; Num20: 8). Besides manna (and quail) God also miraculously provided the Hebrews with water throughout their journey. 

v. 16 and fed you in the desert with manna: This verse repeats ideas found in vv. 2-3.

that he might afflict you and test you, but also make you prosperous in the end: It is the final outcome which matters.

vv. 17-20 Otherwise: (not in the liturgical reading) There are consequences, practical ones at that, for those who arrogantly claim credit for powers and outcomes that properly belong to God. Especially regarding the land itself, even though humans work the land and thereby help make it fertile, it still remains true that God provided the land and all that is necessary (sun, rain, nutrients) for growth. Wealth and prosperity are as much a gift from God as were manna, quail and water in the desert.

Reflection

The contrast the author is making is not between the sterility of the desert and the fertility of the land (true as that is), but between the direct and visible nurturing of God when the people were in the desert and clearly dependent upon him for everything and the indirect and invisible nurturing when they were in the land and were prosperous. This new environment required of them a different level of awareness or remembering. When things are not obviously going well in our lives, the contrast between what is and what should be or what we would like to be, is so obvious, so undeniable, that we very easily pay attention to God. But when that contrast is not so stark, when life is comfortable (even if not perfect) we do not notice the discrepancy so much between what is and what we would like, it is easy to “forget” our dependence on God. It is even easier to forget that it was God’s doing, not ours, which reduced the roughness of the edges of life by granting us a period of peace and/or prosperity.

True, we can always find fault with our personal measure of prosperity. True, it is not “prosperous” enough. True, it could always be better and we always want more. But, when we contrast our best days with our worst days, we become grateful as our vision broadens to include a larger reality. It is then that we realize what we have learned, or more correctly, what God has taught us through adversity. Pain is (or can be) a teacher. It is not that God sends pain. Pain’s source is evil, sin, injustice. It is that God uses our pain as an opportunity to teach us something about life and about God. Thus, when we read that God “afflicted” his people, it means he “humbled” them. “Humbled,” not humiliated. Humility is awareness of our creaturely status, despite our God-given dignity, our absolute and complete dependence on God. When evil sends adversity God wants us to turn it into a “test” wherein we demonstrate where our hearts lie, what our true and real orientation is. Do we trust, despite the pain, or do we fold or even rebel? If our awareness of God has become heightened when we are under attack from evil, why should it be lessened or even forgotten when we do not feel we are under attack? The truth is that we are always under attack from evil. In fact, when we do not feel the pain of existence is precisely the time evil is most effective and when we are most vulnerable. Surely, there are times when life is easy, when we are living off the fat of the land rather than in the lean of the desert. If we get flabby, undisciplined, in the face of ease, we will succumb to the temptation of Israel. We will start to kid ourselves that we brought about our own successes on our own power. This is “inflation,” which precedes deflation; exaltation, which precedes humiliation. It is not the same as the “humbling” experience of living in constant awareness of God’s presence and our dependence upon him. We may even scoff at the notion that the miraculous manna of the Eucharist is needed. After all, what good can a small piece of anemic, unleavened bread be? We may tire of its seemingly monotonous taste and complain as did the Israelites in the desert. When we lose perspective, we lose the sense of what is real nourishment and how that comes to us through the grace of God.

So, we are reminded to remind ourselves of the “discipline of the desert.” Anyone can lose weight living in a desert. It is keeping trim and disciplined living off the fat of the land that is the real challenge. It is then when awareness of God requires disciplined effort. It is then that we are thankful to God for the lean years, the “good old days” when we were toughened by adversity, by inconvenience, by struggle and challenge. We’re like adult children all of a sudden realizing that our parents loved us most when we most hated their policies and procedures. And like adult children we are thankful that they did not spoil us. Otherwise (v. 17) we would cave in, cry, run away, fold, or cower at the slightest provocation. Discipline does not happen in a minute and cannot be learned at the last minute. Like the land, it must be constantly cultivated, if it is to bear fruit in due season. When we have abundance of food and possessions, we tend to forget the pits we had previously fallen into and the pathways God showed us to escape from them. “Remembering” is heightened awareness. It is a discipline, both a science and an art.

Key Notions

1. Remembering, in Scripture, means continuing to make past graces present to our minds.

2. “Remembering,” heightened awareness, gives us perspective.

3. “Afflictions” are not sent by God, but used by God to teach.

4. “Afflictions” are not good in themselves, but can be put to good use.

5. Mistaking God’s graces for our own successes, i.e. forgetting, sets us up for a fall from grace.

Food For Thought

1. Affliction: Every human being experiences hardship from time to time, even for long periods of time. “Affliction” is a biblical term that covers a variety of negative experiences, such as struggle, deprivation, rejection, being misunderstood, ridiculed, persecuted, being physically mentally, emotionally or spiritually “sick,” being “flooded” by adversity. There are two ways of responding to these experiences. At one extreme, we can simply rebel against it and against God; blame God or others for the problem. At the other extreme, we can learn from the experience and acknowledge God’s goodness throughout. By “bread” the inspired author means human effort and achievement. In his mind humans might make the bread, but “forget” that God provided the wheat and the seed that produced the wheat and the dirt it was planted in and the rain that watered it and the sun that nourished it. When we live by the philosophy that we take care of ourselves and do all by our own power, in the author’s terms, “live by bread alone,” we really have no inner defenses against affliction, no means whereby we can overpower what overpowers us. While the opposite of adversity is prosperity, and while prosperity is good, it does contain the seeds of its own corruption and destruction. It can (not must, simply can) make us forget about the seed, sun and soil part of the equation of life. It can make us complacent, content with things as they are. It can make us arrogant, a sense of deserving prosperity because of our doing. It can cause us to reject God, forgetting that he is as the root of all good thing and without the healthy root the fruit rots and dies.

2. Remembering: Remembering, calling to the forefront of our consciousness realities larger in scope than our present awareness, awareness of the “things” that impose themselves on our consciousness without our willing them, remembering is our “inner defense” against affliction. Instead of rejecting God, we find him and find he is always there. When life becomes desertlike, devoid of beauty and unpopulated by “things,” when all the furniture is removed from our space, our “room,” the arena of our doing, we can actually see more clearly the presence and love of the Lord who was always there but unnoticed amidst all the clutter and unheard amidst all the clamor. So, affliction is a teacher, if we let it be. We can discover God, unclothed, so to speak, without his robes of glory. True, God is present in the beauty of creation, but also in the ugliness of the cross. True, he is there in the pleasure of good food, drink, human love and laughter, but also in the pain of nails and thorns. Would we ever be able to experience God in beauty and love and laughter if we had not seen him in the ugliness of suffering and sorrow? For unbelievers beauty is just beauty (and in the eye of the beholder only), a fleeting experience of pleasure. For the believer beauty is that and more (looking into the eye of the beheld!), an eternal experience of joy. Remembering, both in good times and in bad, in sickness and in health, creates sustained intimacy and makes transcendence a frequent experience. Remembering gives us a basis of comparison with the goodness of the past, awareness of God’s long-term, indeed everlasting, fidelity and a basis for hope, for his continuing fidelity into the unimaginable far reaches of the future. Remembering gives us context whereby to evaluate all things and perspective to choose from among the possibilities the best course of action. Indeed, it is not by bread, human achievement, alone that humans live, but by every word (and that would be works also) that comes from the source, the “mouth” or breath or Spirit of God.
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