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In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

a     a     a

Here’s a God word that you hear once in a while, which you may
not be sure about. And if I’ve talked about it before (and I’m sure
I have) that’s okay, because it’s something that Christians really
should be familiar with. The word is providence. The root word is
provide, as in God provides. Now there’s a couple of ways in
which God provides, and one that we quite often assume, but
which isn’t really quite right. I’ll get that one out of the way first.
I hear this a lot, and I cringe when people say, “It was meant to
be.” A little child dies, or there’s a miscarriage, or a stillbirth, and
some well-meaning person trying to comfort the parent says, “I
guess it was meant to be.” How in the @#$% is that supposed to
comfort a grieving parent? And why on earth would somebody
even think it’s a good thing to say in that moment? 

I’m guessing that it’s because they’ve heard it somewhere, and
without giving it serious thought, assume it to be true, and in the
moment trying to come up with something godly-sounding to say,
will blurt that out. A word of advice here: If someone is ever in a
situation like that, and you don’t know what to say, don’t say
anything. Just give them a big hug. In most cases there’s nothing
you can say that will give as much comfort as just being there and
doing things that express your love and concern. People have told
me they stay away from funerals and visitations because they don’t
know what to say. I tell them, Don’t say anything. A gesture often
says far more than words. And especially don’t ever say, “I guess
it was meant to be.”

What people are really saying, without understanding, is that God

intentionally did that horrible thing to your loved one and to you
which, though we can’t comprehend it, must have been for some
ultimately good reason. And that’s a really bad interpretation of
Scripture. The real guilty party, however, is not the Creator, but his
creatures– not any one in particular, but all of us together. All
suffering, all tragedy, all death is a result of human sin, of turning
away from God and his will for his creation and pursuing our own
misguided goals. That’s how sickness, cruelty and death were
introduced into God’s pristine creation– not by him, but by us. And
that’s the answer you give to anyone who asks how a loving God
could allow horrible things to happen. He gave his creatures a free
will, and we freely chose to bring it on ourselves.

Now about the ways in which God does provide. In the creation
story at the beginning of the Bible it says that God provided
everything the humans needed to thrive, that they didn’t want for
anything. But then the serpent, Satan, successfully tempted them to
reject God’s providence, and to try instead to be the masters of
their own destiny, to provide for themselves. But they screwed that
up right off the bat; and we’ve been screwing it up ever since. And
God saw that coming even before he created anything. Yet he
created anyway. But before doing that, he had already worked out
his plan to save us from ourselves and our sinfulness. After that
first sin in the garden of Eden, the rest of the Bible recounts the
working out of God’s plan.

Now I know you may be wondering why God would create a kind
of being in the first place that he knew was going to screw up. Why
wouldn’t he make us incapable of sinning from the start? Because 
he didn’t want us to be like robots, or the Stepford Wives,
incapable of doing anything we’re not programmed to do. He
wanted us to have a mind of our own, so that we could respond to
him freely, so that we could choose to love him in response to his
love for us. That’s his chief purpose in giving us free will. Love is
the whole reason God creates. And it’s the whole reason that he
provides for his creatures. And in spite of all the ways we have
rejected God, and no matter what we do, he continues to love us.



His love is unconditional, without strings. He never withdraws his
love based on our actions, or the condition of our hearts. Some
people can’t handle the fact that God continues to love people like
Joseph Stalin and Osama bin Laden every bit as much as he loves
Mother Teresa. The fallen world says it’s not okay to love people
like that, or like Harvey Weinstein or Bill Cosby, but that we must
hate them instead. But God says not so.

So the main thing God provides is his love, and every other thing
he provides is an expression of his love, whether we like what he’s
providing or not. And the reason he never withdraws his love is
because he wants to draw us all to himself, to redeem us, to restore
us to the condition he intended for us from the beginning, as people
who freely walk and talk with him in the cool of the evening, like
Adam and Eve before the fall,  rather than hiding from him because
of the things we’ve done (Gen 3:8).

What we read in Nehemiah today is a good example of that. It took
place at the end of the Babylonian Captivity. That term is more
familiar to us than the event itself. Around 600 BC King
Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon conquered Judah, the land of the Jews.
He destroyed the holy temple in Jerusalem and carried off all the
important people to Babylon. For years, a succession of prophets
ending with Jeremiah had prophesied all this as the result of God’s
people being unfaithful and turning away from him to worship the
gods of the pagans. And he called them to repentance. “Yet you did
not listen to me, says the Lord, and so you have provoked me to
anger with the work of your hands to your own harm” (Jer 25:7). 

This whole land shall become a ruin and a waste, and these
nations shall serve the king of Babylon seventy years. Then after
seventy years are completed, I will punish the king of Babylon
and that nation... for their iniquity, says the Lord, making the land

an everlasting waste.” (Jer 25:11-12).  

And lo and behold, about seventy years later, Cyrus, the king of
Persia, conquered the Babylonian Empire. And being more kindly
disposed toward the Jews, he sent a Jewish priest named Ezra back

to Jerusalem to rebuild the temple. Then Cyrus’s successor
Artaxerxes sent Nehemiah, also a devout Jew, to be his governor
in Judah for the express purpose of rebuilding Jerusalem and
restoring the Jewish ethnic and religious identity. And on Rosh
Hashanah, the Jewish new year, Nehemiah gathered all the leading
people of the land at the Water Gate, namesake of the famous hotel
where all the leading people of Washington gather. He gathered all
the people who could understand, as it says in today’s reading, and
had Ezra read the book of the law, the first five books of the Old
Testament, to them. 

I love the description of the ceremony: When Ezra opened the
book, all the people stood up. “Then Ezra blessed the Lord, the
great God, and all the people answered, ‘Amen, Amen,’ lifting up
their hands. Then they bowed their heads and worshipped the Lord
with their faces to the ground.” I sounds kind of like our gospel
processions. The two verses we skipped over (4,7) name all the
people who took turns reading, since they read the whole thing in
the span of five hours or so, which they did every day for seven
days (Neh 8:18). “So they read from the book, from the law of God,
with interpretation. They gave the sense, so that the people
understood the reading.” 

The sense of Scripture is the interpretation. Bishop NT Wright
says, “Read the text and give the sense. Both matter. The first is
given, there on the page. The second is risky, a matter of prayer
and the Spirit” (Twelve Months of Sundays, Epiphany 3, Year C).* That
emphasis on interpretation is pretty important, and always has
been. In the OT it was the priests and the prophets whom God
authorized to interpret his word. And in the New Testament
Church, Jesus gave that same authority to the apostles, and they
handed it on to the bishops who succeeded them. And the bishops,
in their turn, share it with the priests who minister under their
bishops’ authority. Helping the people of God understand the Word
of God, and building them up the knowledge of God, is the whole
foundation of the apostolic ministry of the Church. No one is
capable of interpreting sacred Scripture on their own, as St Peter



says, because none of it is of human origin, but people spoke as
they were moved by the Holy Spirit (2Pet 1:20-21). The praying
Church is the only legitimate interpreter of Scripture.

There have been important moments, Bp Wright says, when “text
and interpretation together created a new world.” This event in
Nehemiah’s day is one of those moments. Nehemiah says “the
people wept when they heard the words of the law.” They were
brought to repentance for the unfaithfulness of their ancestors
which led to their exile. And what began at that moment by the
Water Gate was the tradition of biblical interpretation that
continues in Judaism to this day. The people were urged that day
not to mourn or weep, because by their repentance God was able
to do a new thing among them, to usher them into a new era.
Therefore, they were told, “This day is holy to the Lord your God.”
Ezra and Nehemiah being sent to repatriate God’s people and
revive true religion was the beginning of their spiritual liberation. 

In a similar way, and under somewhat similar circumstances, Jesus
read Isaiah and interpreted it in his hometown synagogue that day,
as we read in the gospel. It was similar to what happened in
Nehemiah’s day in that Jesus’ interpretation had to do with God
doing a new thing. Text and interpretation were once again creating
a new world. God’s people were living under Roman rule by then,
but still able to practice their religion. Yet they never became
completely free from sin, which is the underlying cause of all evil,
including the compulsion of humans to dominate each other.

John the Baptist, like Ezra and all the old prophets, had been sent
to preach repentance to God’s people on the eve of this new thing
Jesus was about to introduce. Then came Jesus to interpret God’s
Word so as to unveil this new thing, to introduce a new kingdom,
in fact. And not just a new one, but a completely different kind of
kingdom. That’s one of the ways this proclamation of God’s word
and the new interpretation Jesus brought to it differed from the one
in Nehemiah’s day. This interpretation wasn’t provided by people
commissioned by God who had been schooled in the Word of God.

Jesus is the ultimate interpreter of the Word of God because he is
the Word who was with God in the beginning, as St John says, and
who is God in human flesh (Jn 1). 

There’s a third way this event differs from the other one. The OT
prophecies of doom were usually followed by a promise of a future
blessing. But Jesus declared that day that the blessing was already
starting to happen. “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,” he read
from Isaiah, “because he has anointed me to bring good news to the
poor.” Luke says this took place right after Jesus’ baptism, when
the Holy Spirit visibly anointed him.” And it was no accident or
coincidence that that’s the place where the scroll he had been
handed had been opened to. It was divine providence. God had
arranged that that bit of Isaiah was what should be read on that day.
Then Jesus interpreted what he had just read: “The Spirit of the
Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news
to the poor...” This was the beginning of the promised blessing.
What Jesus was inaugurating that day was the kingdom of God on
earth, the beginning of the conquest of enemy-occupied territory. 

From there Jesus and his disciples travelled the countryside
spreading the word about this coming kingdom until he finally
established it and was enthroned as its king on the cross. Like the
prophets of old, Jesus’ interpretation drew both opposition and
support. Those in power were unwilling to consider his
interpretation of the Word, much less consider that he actually was
the Word. But to the powerless, who were open to what he had to
say, he gave hope. 

And it’s been much the same ever since. Those who possess
worldly power will do what they can to suppress the power of
God’s Word, whether by distorting or misinterpreting it, or
discrediting it, or trying to eradicate it altogether. But God doesn’t
allow that to happen in any one place for long. He always provides
a way for it to re-emerge with new force, since worldly power is
completely different, and unable to overcome the power of God.
That’s because worldly power isn’t motivated by the love of God. 



And because God is determined that nothing will be able to
separate us from  his love (Rom 8:38-39), he will always provide a
way for it to reach us, and a way for us to respond. And all of those
ways are rooted in the persistent proclamation of his Word and the
faithful interpretation of it.

I’ll give the last word to Origen of Alexandria, who is regarded as
one of the greatest interpreters of Scripture in the early Church:

When you read about Jesus teaching in the synagogues of Galilee
and everyone there praising him, take care not to regard those
people as uniquely privileged, and yourselves deprived of his
teaching. If Scripture is true, it was not only to the Jewish
congregations of his own generation that our Lord spoke. He still
speaks to us assembled here today ... Here too in this synagogue,
that is in this present assembly, you can at this very moment fix
your eyes upon your Savior if you wish. Whenever you direct
your inward gaze toward wisdom and truth and the contemplation
of God’s only Son, then your eyes are fixed upon Jesus... When
you look at Jesus, your own faces will become radiant with his
reflected glory, and you will be able to say, “The light of your
face has shed its brightness upon us, O Lord!” To you be glory
and power for ever and ever! Amen. On Luke’s Gospel 32.2-6

In the Name of ...
a.m.d.g.

Ian C. Wetmore+

* In the Church we talk about the fourfold sense of Scripture, meaning the four
methods of interpreting it– literal, allegorical, moral, anagogical. Click on this link to
find out more about it: 
 http://www.usccb.org/bible/national-bible-week/upload/viviano-senses-scripture.pdf 


