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Little Johnny is taken to church for the first time.  As he leaves with his parents, the priest asks how he liked the Mass.  ‘I liked the music,’ Johnny replies, ‘but the commercial was way too long.’

I will try to keep the commercial short.

Abraham comes from a tribe of herders.   We assume that the area in which he is living (Ur) no longer provides the enough fodder to feed his growing flock.  He goes – as a result – in search of fertile ground.  He, and his family, are frequently on the move to find pasture for their sheep.  Their identity, lifestyle and their image of God develops based on their nomadic behavior.  The name, Elohim, comes from the clan’s experience as herders and their search for fertile places to feed their flocks.

The name, Elohim, characterizes the divine as concerned with the earth.  All of creation is in a relationship with each other.  This image of the divine is warm and caring.  Abraham is Elohim’s friend.  Elohim eats with Abraham, and debates with him regarding Sodom.

The image of the divine that the descendants of Abraham have, changes when during a draught, Israel and his clan settle in Egypt.  They stop being nomadic herders and become farmers.  Then, Pharaoh recruits them as laborers.  In the transition, they lose their identity and their image of the divine.  

Moses, Aaron, and Miriam offer them a new image of the divine.  Unlike the previous image of the divine, Yahweh – the new assigned name for the divine – is more aloof, dwells in the mountains, and manifests might and power.  Elohim manifests some human traits.  Yahweh is completely other, and demands obedience.  A mediator is required to negotiate terms with Yahweh.  This rigid and impersonal understanding provides the Israelites a unique identity among the Semite people.  They are a people uniquely chosen and set apart.  

The shortcoming that the Israelites have – as expressed in both the reading from Exodus and the Gospel reading from John – is their belief and understanding that contract with God is limited and exclusive.  This leads to beliefs and laws, instead of a relationship with a person.


The early seeds of this transition is the codifying of what God expects.  The concrete laws/commandments provide the Israelites walls that eliminate a relationship with God and other people.  The focus becomes – for Israel: ‘our exclusive salvation’.  

Jesus, in today’s Gospel story depiction, is frustrated and angry.  All of his efforts to break through the barriers that his Jewish Religion creates are having little effect.  Both the Ten Commandments and Temple worship have their good side.  They also isolate and insulate… two characteristics foreign to God who is relational.

Jesus announces that God is readily available.  No mediator (be it a human mediator or a sacrificial mediator) is needed.  All are welcome.  He lives his announcement by excluding no one.
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