C. 6th Sunday of the Year #1                                                                   Jer 17: 5-8

Background

Even though all of Sacred Scripture is one and reveals the one God, it also reveals the diverse aspects of God’s character as far as we can understand them. In the OT there are three general categories whereby God reveals himself. He does so in history and so we have the “Historical Books.” He does so in creation and secular life and so we have the “Wisdom Books.” He does so in his unique interpretation of both the world and the words of humans and so we have the “Prophetical Books.” Yet, these three types or general categories overlap and dovetail. This text is an example of a prophet speaking more in the tradition of the “Wisdom” viewpoint- with its emphasis on the “two ways,” “blessings and curses,” reward and punishment,” creation imagery and themes rather than salvation language, personal reflection rather than national reform, living the good life well and quietly in daily living rather than celebrating the liturgy with integrity. None of these are mutually exclusive, but a matter of approach and emphasis. Thus, it may seem strange to us that a prophet of the fire and intensity of Jeremiah would sound so pensive and passive. This is the stuff of the Wisdom Tradition’s approach to life that would apply in all ages and under all circumstances.

This text has a lot in common with Ps1. However, here the wicked are compared to a barren bush instead of chaff as in Ps 1. Both would be used as teaching models for the young in their moral education and meditation models for those pursuing the path of wisdom. The passage breaks neatly into the curse of vv. 5-6 and the blessing of vv. 7-8.

Text

v. 5 cursed is the man who trusts in human beings:  Blessings and curses are typically juxtaposed in Wisdom Literature. This is not a wish, but a statement of an existing situation. The word for “man” here is Hb geber, a word connoting power, prowess and youth as opposed to the more generic Hb word for man, ‘ish.  The word translated as “human beings” is the Hb, ‘adam. It means pretty much the same as “flesh” in the next colon: human powers apart from and independent of God. This would include anything man-made: military, political, technological, economic, social or psychological.

Whose heart turns away from the Lord: This explains the meaning of both “human beings” and “flesh” in this verse.

v. 6 he is like a barren bush in the desert: The Hb word, `ar`ar, is the shrub, Juniper oxycedrus, (still called “`ar`ar” in Arabic and presents a nice word play with the location “in the desert” (in Hb, the Arabah, the area of the Jordan valley from the river proper south to the Gulf of Aqaba).

Enjoys no change of season: The bush is, in fact, dead but appears to be alive because it always looks the same. It sprouts no new foliage come spring, because there is no spring for it in the desert.

A salt and empty earth: The presence of salt in earth (like the Dead Sea desert area) was considered a curse.

v. 7 Blessed is the man: Jeremiah uses the liturgical word for “blessed,” Hb baruk, not the more secular one, ‘ashre, used in Ps 1. He uses the same word for “man” as in v. 5, connoting real strength and power now, because it is derived from the trust in the Lord rather than in human powers.

v. 8 like a treerootsstream: His roots, and unlike the shrub, he has roots, stretch until they find water (grace) and derive nourishment. As in Ps 1 “planted” means “transplanted” (by God) to a nearby stream, an irrigation channel that doesn’t dry up but constantly provides that rarest of desert commodities, water.

It fears not the heat when it comes: The heat of summer and the year of drought, signifying adversity, cannot destroy the root system which trust develops. Even should the clear experience of grace, symbolized by water, become seemingly scarce or absent, the built-up root system will sustain the tree through the rough and dry periods. In fact, the tree brings forth leaves when heat comes and fruit when drought comes.

Reflection

Jeremiah is a Semite, thinking and speaking as a Semite. Typically, moral questions and issues are first put in either/or categories. Jesus, himself, said that one is either hot or cold, if lukewarm he would “vomit you out of my mouth.” However, they are referring to basic, fundamental options or directions of life. They do not mean that we are to not use our human powers or human resources. They do not mean that we always must bypass them or completely distrust them. What they mean is that we are not to ascribe the same total and unquestioning trust in them as we do in God. They simply cannot deliver or be equal to that kind of trust, and it is possible, even likely, that they will betray that trust, whereas God will not. It is simply a fact of our faith experience that trust in God becomes justified through human agency and agencies. That having been said, we must not use this or a similar caveat to replace trust in God or misplace it in human, worldly or superhuman powers.

The Lord is not saying that we are not to trust people, just that we are not to trust only people or trust people absolutely. After all, the Lord trusts us- with the world he created, with people he entrusts to our love and care, with his word, even with himself. So, if the Lord trusts humans, so should we. But, the Lord does not trust us absolutely. He loves us unconditionally, but does not trust us unconditionally. Thank God he doesn’t. The world would have been annihilated long ago. War and conquest would have reigned long ago. The Lord is telling us what he always tells us: imitate him. 

There are people whom we cannot trust because they have violated that trust too many times. However, we still love them. We still act in their best interests, just like God does. After all, we have violated the Lord’s trust and he still loves us. The only one who has never violated our trust is the Lord himself. He alone is absolutely trustworthy, even when, especially when, we do not understand his ways. 

There are also people whom we love who are trustworthy. Indeed, there is a certain level of love that requires trustworthiness, like marital love, parental love, friendship love, any mutual love. Yet, because we are human, limited in vision and power, we all fail to measure up to that trust. We may be distracted and not pay attention to what someone is saying. We may be so caught up in our own concerns that we fail to reach out, make that phone call or visit, keep a promise, etc. If we have placed absolute trust in any human being, no matter how trustworthy, we are bound to be disappointed at times. People disappoint us not because they are bad, simply because they are human, like us. And we disappoint others too.

God is telling us that he is our backup, the one we can fall upon and call upon even in times of great disappointment and hurt. If a child is neglected or abused by a parent, he/she still has God as his/her parent to turn to. If a spouse is cheated on or hurt, he/she still has God as his/her lover/partner/Spouse. God is always there to help us pick up the pieces of our own failures, the results of our own over-trust in ourselves and our powers. Indeed, God has given us real power, but it is limited power, power that is powerless unless plugged into his current. An unplugged plug (like Jeremiah’s metaphor of the barren bush in the desert, disconnected from water) is dead until it is connected to a real power source. It looks just like a plugged in plug, except for one crucial difference. So it is with humans.

The kings of Judah, like all kings and the rest of us, loved alliances, treaties, compromises and deals. They provide a false sense of security, as well as someone else to blame when they fail to deliver on their promises. So much of life, based on merely human premises, is simply pretense, sham, bluff and bravado. There is no substitute for trust in the Lord who is always honest, true and reliable. 

Key Notions

1. If we project our manufactured hopes onto the Lord we will be disappointed.

2. If we accept and trust in the Lord on his terms we will never be disappointed.

3. No tree lives without water; no human lives without trust in the Lord.

4. Trust in the Lord carries us through the longest and strongest drought.

Food For Thought

1. Control: Because God has given us limited power to run our lives, we can foolishly think that we have sufficient power to do so. Our human power is like a battery. It will run for a while, but, unless it is periodically charged from another power source, it will run dry and fail to empower us. Trusting in God is like being plugged into an electrical source of power. It looks like we are doing what we are doing on our own power, but it is really the electricity (invisible, except for the cord and plug) that is supplying the energy. The Ever-ready Bunny, banging its own drum and keeping on marching, makes for a good commercial, but it does not make for a good life. People who think they need no one but their own wits to live their lives are not satisfied with living their own lives. They have to branch out and live everyone else’s lives. Why? Because they soon realize that someone else may try to rule them. They motto is: “ Rule or be ruled.” They seek to control everyone and everything in their lives. Control is the opposite of trust. Control freaks are destructive. How else can one rule? They destroy others’ ideas by ridiculing them. They destroy others’ works by tearing them down, criticizing them, or blowing them up. They destroy love by smothering it. They destroy everything in their path until what is left is a barren desert. It is easy to see this process when we look at dictators, conquerors, emperors, etc. However, the same process plays out in individuals who are just as controlling as a dictator, but are limited in the size of the country over which they rule or tyrannize.

2. Trust: Trusting people are the opposite of controlling people. Not only do trusting people not seek to control, they see no need to. They are perfectly content to let God run the world. Oh, they will accept an assignment from God, one that might mean being (temporarily) in charge of a situation. However, they know that other humans are just as free and valuable as they are, and so the “success” of their assignment from God does not depend on the behavior of others, but on their own fidelity to their mission, regardless of results. Jeremiah (and Isaiah, indeed all the prophets) had to learn that lesson. Being in charge is not the same as being in control. In God’s eyes success is measured by a different standard, the standard of fidelity. Trusting people can relax in the presence of personal failure if they have been faithful to their Lord. The Lord will not punish for sincere attempts. Neither will he reward insincere or immorally gotten gain. Those who trust in the Lord get a peak into the future, the final outcome of things. That alone gives them the courage they need to remain steadfast even in the face of opposition and failure. The future, revealed through trust, sheds a light on the present that it otherwise would not have. The one plugged into the Lord, the one who does not light up on his/her own power, knows that no matter what the battery-operated people promise they will one day run out of energy. They will trust them, maybe, to a point. But they will part company from them when they promise what only God can deliver: life, eternal life, and salvation. Like all those false promises of losing weight without eating less, those who promise what they cannot deliver, namely, the quick fix, salvation without suffering, life without discipline, are seen by the truly trusting folks as shams, fakes, pretenses, be they in religious garb, military garb, scientific garb, modern or ancient. Only God who gives life can give us back the life-in-him we have lost through sin, through trusting in ourselves or others more than in him.
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