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Lesson 28  Commentary  Deuteronomy 26:16 – 34:12

LAST DISCOURSE AND DAYS OF MOSES

Deuteronomy 26:16 – 34:12

I. RENEWAL OF THE COVENANT (Deuteronomy 26:16-19)


A. A Sacred People. These verses of Deuteronomy 26 are a final recapitulation of Moses’ second discourse as presented in Deuteronomy. “This day” is a liturgical “now” appealing to a new generation to whom the law has just been read. Such a renewal is the subject of Psalm 95, a joyous short psalm; please read it now. Also, see Jeremiah 31:33 and Hosea 2:21-23 to learn God’s words to the prophets about the Covenant with Israel. Jeremiah is especially important to us, for it is our Covenant that is promised here. Hosea, the prophet with an unfaithful wife, records the poignant words of God, the faithful One, still hoping for fidelity. In the Liturgy of the Mass, Deuteronomy 26:12-19 are read on the first Saturday of Lent every year.


“To be a people perculiarly his own,” is a declaration of the Israelite’s apartness; they were different, were special in the world, the only people who were God’s own (Deuteronomy 26:19b). A Christian is also that, and within that group, some are called further to be especially God’s—religious who bind themselves by vow to belong exclusively to God and to His service and honor. May we all in our different calls, be a joy to God.


B. The Ceremony (Deuteronomy 27:1-13). How should a covenant renewal ceremony be carried out? The final editor of Deuteronomy inserted this section as an interruption he thought good, for Deuteronomy 28 continues with Moses’ words, while this one speaks of Moses in the third person. Also, he speaks here of “with the elders,” while in Deuteronomy 27:9, Moses again spoken of in the third person, speaks “with the Levitical priests.” These are instances of later insertions of some material of different origins. The ceremony at Shechem seems to be meant here and clearly says that Moses and the elders ordered an altar and sacrifices and holocausts to be offered there. No Deuteronomist priestly class would have written that for they believed in one central sanctuary at Jerusalem.


Other discrepancies are the confusion over Mt. Ebal and Mt. Gerizim and which groups stood on the two mountains to proclaim the blessings and the curses. Actually, the two stood opposite each other, with a valley between, in the area around Shechem which was west of the Jordan near the territory of the Oak of Moreh where Abraham worshipped when he first arrived in Canaan. This, in Our Lord’s day, was the site of Jacob’s well in Samaria, and the place of Samaritan worship. See Jesus there in John 4:4-26.

II. OBLIGATIONS AND BLESSINGS

A. Warnings (Deuteronomy 27:14-26). We begin next a pattern of blessings and curses, promises and threats, which remind us of parents trying to train their children. If promises don’t work, threats might! (If we carry them out!) One of the psalms we read today says that “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” Since archeology has discovered Hittite and Syrian covenants between a ruler and his people, we know that the pattern was common in early civilizations. Some of these listed in Deuteronomy 27:14-26 are from the Decalogue—the Ten Commandments; others are practices common in Canaan as a means of promoting fertility, a necessary effort for an agricultural society. The gods of fertility were thought to control human, animal, and plant fertility. Deuteronomy 27:16-25 form an ancient decalogue of actions done in secret, usually relating to sexual or neighbor offenses, which only God would know. These curses were self-administered oaths, a public agreement to keep the laws promulgated. Covenants were bi-lateral; both parties had to agree. The language of verse 15 is of a much later date than the rest, as American English would compare to Shakespeare’s.


In Deuteronomy 27:14 the Levites officially promulgate the Law, proclaiming it aloud and the people answered, “Amen” (So be it; we agree). This occurs also in the historical book, Nehemiah 8:1-8, in 445 B.C. Deuteronomy, we know, came from the northern sanctuaries through the priestly Levites there. It was discovered again after the northern kingdom fell and the Levites brought it to Jerusalem to safeguard it.


In this chapter we also learn the elements of covenant making: building an altar, offering sacrifices, and eating the sacrificial banquet, writing down the Covenant Law, and promulgating it at a ceremony.


B. Blessings and Curses (Deuteronomy 28:1-69) (Skim). Deuteronomy 28 continues the Mosaic discourse left off in Deuteronomy 26 and includes both blessings and curses. The blessings include the beautiful fulfillment of “Blessed be the fruit of your womb (Deuteronomy 28:4) in Mary, the one perfect human being created since the Fall. The angel in Luke 1 and also Elizabeth tell Mary: “Blessed is the fruit of your womb.” In our Hail Mary, the first part entirely from Scripture, we add the word, “Jesus.” (See Luke 1:28 and 41-42)


Notice that throughout these chapters of blessings and curses for keeping or not keeping the law, the sanctions are of this earth. The Jews then did not have an understanding of the eternal sanctions in an afterlife. This revelation came when they had grown much more in an understanding of their God and His nature. Jesus raised it still further by such statements in the Sermon on the Mount as quoted in Matthew 5:11-12 and 27-30. By not keeping their Covenant with God, the Israelites faced losing the land promised to them. To keep the land meant to keep the Covenant. God made this plain, as parents must do to children who do not yet know the rewards that come to the heart of those who love God. St. Augustine pointed out that these people, used to paganism and surrounded by such a culture, people who also had just been made aware that God was contacting them, needed such laws as the basic Ten Commandments. However for Christians, the beatitudes given by Jesus are our basic Law, and much, much higher and more demanding. It is these that we must study, assimilate into our lives and actions, that bring others to Christ.

III. THE THIRD DISCOURSE OF MOSES (Deuteronomy 29:1 - 30:20)


A. The Covenant: A Treaty Formula (Deuteronomy 29:1-28). Again, the renewal of the Covenant motif is strong. There are elements of a treaty formula, now known as Assyrian from new discoveries. The exhortation recalls the great favors of the benefactor or ruler (Exodus events here), the locality of the ceremony of renewal, of ratification (verses 9-10). Josue records it similarly in 24:2-15. Again, the use of words “today” for “now” shows that this was not the generation that had been in Egypt. The central formula of the Covenant is verse 12, and in the next verses Moses identifies himself as the mediator, including future generations; in verse 14 he says, “it is just as much with those who are not here among us today as it is with those of us who are now present before the Lord, our God.”


Isn’t that true of us who received the Gospel, the good news of Jesus, and the New Covenant that lasts until Jesus’ return? How do we observe all of Jesus’ teaching, His words and counsels? For a Christian, not to study the Gospels closely, as the Focolare movement has so beautifully and strongly shown in our times, and living them as our main effort in life, is to be a “listener only,” says St. James (James 1:21b-25).


I have digressed from the two elements of a treaty above. The third element is a stirring sermon in Deuteronomy 29:15-20, and 30:11-14 recorded. This is followed by blessings and curses and insertions from the later priests at renewal covenants. Note the eloquence and the exhortatory style of verse 21ff (please read). If we had such sermons and homilies today, perhaps we would not be facing such individual interpretations of the Church’s teaching authority, or of our official documents. This is not to say that there should not be dialogue with our official teachers, the bishops and the Magisterium, nor that theologians should not raise questions. The trouble seems to be that after the Magisterium looks at such dialogue, listens and replies, there is still not acceptance. We may be one generation that again needs strong “blessings and curses” in the acceptance of our mediators from God.


B. Mercy, Command, and Choice (Deuteronomy 30:1-20). Deuteronomy 30, says Fr. Raymond Brown in his commentary on Deuteronomy in 1965 (so much questioning has gone on since then among Biblical theologians, that he may not hold now all that this beautiful and enlightening commentary says. Many questions came to me in reading later writings) is magnificently beautiful.



1. Mercy (Deuteronomy 30:1-10). Verse 1 of chapter 30, one of the most beautiful chapters, full of love and promise showing God as Jesus did is thought to allude to a later exile that has already happened when this “edition” of Deuteronomy was written, and is similar to the second part of Isaiah call the Book of Consolation. Here, too, is a promise that the exile will end when and if they “and your children” return to the Lord. Verses 3-6 bear rereading for what they reveal of the love of God for even erring and rebellious Chosen Ones, which we are also. We need to believe firmly that God always is faithful in His love; we can never lose it no matter what we do. Again, we need to know that misfortunes and abandonment to pain or trouble is only allowed to make us need the power of God in our lives and our mistakes; that is when most of us turn to Him in earnest. “The Lord, your God, will circumcise your hearts”; that hurts and cuts, but it is “that you may love the Lord, your God, with all your heart and all your soul, and so may live.” It is for us, studying and reflecting on these loving words, ask ourselves, “Do I heed His voice with all my heart and all my soul?” (Deuteronomy 30:2). In the Gospel reading, Our Lord told the Apostles, gathered at the Passover Table the night before He was to die, “The Father himself loves you for loving me” (John 16:27), and earlier, that He would never reject anyone whom the Father gave Him (John 6:37). Also see 1 Peter 1:1-2.



2. Command (Deuteronomy 30:11-14). Somewhere in the Church’s liturgy, verses 11-14 are read aloud, reminding us that the voice of God is not far away from us, is easy to hear for it is written in words, but is even more personal since St. John tells us that the Word (of God) was made flesh, and dwelt among us (John 1:14).



3. Choice (Deuteronomy 30:15-20). These very important and beautiful words are read in our liturgy each year. They speak of our choice of life and prosperity or of death and doom. Here again it is in terms of earthly lifetimes, but for us, after the example of Jesus and His sacrifice of His life in great suffering in order to save others for a life far higher than that of the earthly time, we know that our choice will be an eternal balance we are talking about; that is our choice of a blessing or a curse: Life with God and those who also learned to love, or with the evil ones who rejected God and learned to hate.


These last verses are the end of the Pentateuch, all spoken and written as the five books of “The LAW” (called the TORAH) from the teaching and in the spirit of Moses. Every faithful Israelite from the time of this book on considers Moses as the founder, the Prophet, of the Law and their Religion. It has been, for me, and I hope for all the Catholic Scripture Study Community who ever study it together, a tremendous light and insight into the character and the love of God, of His ways, and of His People.

IV. MOSES FAREWELL (Deuteronomy 31:1 - 33:29)


A. God’s Choice of Moses’ Successor. Deuteronomy 31 through 34 are considered a miscellaneous collection of material dealing with Moses where the Covenant theme recurs from time to time and a covenant theology is worked in; thus, they are a conclusion to the whole five books of the TORAH. Moses is spoken of again in the third person. Early in Deuteronomy, Joshua is mentioned in 3:28, and again in 31:1-8, 14-15, and 23. This parallels Joshua 1:1-9 and Numbers 27:18-23 which we have studied. Succession of Moses’ authority is made quite clear, and is accepted (See Joshua 1:16). It is a precedent for Apostolic authority for us. The “Be brave and steadfast” encouragement is prominent in Joshua’s story.


B. The Law and the Ark of the Covenant (Deuteronomy 31:24-29). An interesting account is that Moses himself wrote a scroll of the Law and placed it beside the Ark of the Covenant. Then he called the people together and recited a song in Chapter 32 and a blessing on each tribe in Chapter 33.


Moses’ age in the Pentateuch is presented in sets of 40 years--40 in the palace of Pharaoh as foster-child of the Princess, 40 as Jethro’s son-in-law and helper, and 40 years in leading the Israelites from Sinai to the borders of the Promised Land. (Moses would be 80 when he began the Exodus.) As he draws near to death, he calls the whole people together for his final teaching. His Song is a magnificent canticle in 69 units of poetry of two line units. It follows the Hebrew alphabet. Deuteronomy 32:7 speaks of the Exodus “as in the days of old”; verses 15-26 has Israel settled in Palestine and having been unfaithful, so it is considered a creation of later date but in Moses’ last words as they were preserved by tradition, possibly some in writing. The recital of infidelity has “covenant lawsuit” tones which Israel’s prophets later do so often. The Song lists the history of Israel, has threats, promises and lamentations, and ends with an exhortation to keep the Law, and calls the heavens to witness to God’s words.


The blessings given by Moses upon the Tribes in Chapter 33 are thought to be very ancient tribal blessings stemming from the Judges’ period. Simeon’s tribe is not mentioned; this later was swallowed up by Judah, indicating that historical period. The blessing of Levi here was found in a collection of messianic testimonies from the Dead Sea Scrolls. The longest blessing is Joseph whose two tribes were the backbone of the Northern Kingdom later and has this tradition.


The grand figure of Moses is laid to rest on Mt. Nebo on a promontory called Pesgah, overlooking Palestine. To the end, says the author, his eyes were undimmed, and his vigor unabated. Again in Deuteronomy 34:9, Josua’s wisdom is mentioned as having come to him through Moses laying his hands on him. This laying of hands by God’s servants, that the Catholic Church has always continued in its ordination sacrament and in other sacraments and that Christian charismatics and healers (including a number of Catholic modern healers such as Father Ralph Di Orio) use as they pray and bless, comes from such ancient times!


In these last verses of the short Chapter 34 is a reference to Moses’ having never been equaled by another prophet or in the signs and wonders God did through an Israelite. But in Chapter 18 of Deuteronomy, Moses is quoted in verse 15, “A prophet like me will the Lord your God raise up for you from among your own kinsmen; to him you shall listen.” This is what the people of Jesus’ day meant when they asked, after hearing Him speak: “Could this be the Prophet?”


The beautiful, high theology of John’s prologue says of Moses and Jesus:


“Though the Law was given through Moses,


Grace and truth have come through Jesus Christ.” (John 1:17)


For those many generations of the Chosen People, our ancestors in the faith of God, salvation came through the Law, with its many and difficult observances which demanded of them and trained them in obedience and dependence upon God. The reward of keeping the Law was mainly a homeland and earthly peace and prosperity. Yet, true love of God developed and, as we will see when we study further in the Old Testament, much wisdom and revelation of God and even a remarkable foretelling of Jesus’ biography.


For us, though Christians, both Catholic and other separated Christians, have the law given us by Jesus. This is incredibly higher and more beautiful in its results. Its moral perfection, the peace the world cannot give, the perfect society it can produce (and has, in some times and places in the history of the Church) are not its only aim and final result. For we are, by the spiritual indwelling of the whole Godhead within us, given through our union with Jesus begun in Baptism, planned to be completely fulfilled only in the next life. We are assured in the New Testament, of the Good News that body and soul will share in the glory and ecstasy and perfect state of God Himself forever. Nothing on this earth should so come first with a true Christian that he or she forfeits the grace of Christ, or loses it permanently. And even further, Christians develop that glory and that holiness on earth which they will have eternally. This spiritual life is terribly important. The teaching of Jesus must come to life in us now. And how can we know it if we do not daily consult His words and His commands? Not a one of them should be unknown to us. So, as we end this year with the first five books of God’s words will we, on our own, plan summer minutes for reading Jesus’ truths? Let us not slacken and go on a starvation diet spiritually!
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