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Lesson 22  Commentary  Numbers 17 - 25

Lesson 23  Questions        Numbers 26 - 36

CHES, LONG STAY AT KADESH, 

ARRIVAL AT THE JORDAN RIVER

Numbers 17-25

 INTRODUCTION


In Lesson 21, we pondered on the attitude of the people in their desert trials, their testing of God, and God’s attitude in testing them; we looked at Moses, with his charismatic loneliness, trying to be faithful to God and the people.


In Lesson 22, we have covered:

1. Stories of Rebellion and Sin:
· End of Korah’s Rebellion

· Death of Miriam

· Sin of Moses and Aaron at Kadesh

· Aaron’s Staff

· Complaint of the People; the Bronze Serpent, More Complaints

2. Laws and Feasts, Priests and Levites, Tithes
3. Military Census, Levites’ Census
4. Journey toward the Promised Land
· Leave Kadesh, Arrive at Mt. Hor, Aaron’s Death

· Refused Passage through Edom, Go Around Edom to Plateau of Moab

· Victories over Sihon and Og; Possession of All of Transjordan

· Frightened Balak sends for the seer Balaam

· Talking Ass, Balaam’s Four Oracles

· Baal Worship, licentious idolatry, Phineas’ vengeance for God

I. MUCH ADO—ACTION AND DRAMA (Numbers 17)


We begin with the hammering on the bronze censers used in Korah’s Revolt; we see a great Cloud of Glory coming down on the tent, and Moses and Aaron prostrate on their faces there; Moses cries out, “Run quickly to the community to make atonement!” Aaron runs through the camp with incense, standing between the living and the dead, struck down by God. We see heads of tribes rushing to the dwelling tent with their staffs; Aaron too. (Aaron is doing a lot of running; can you imagine staging this?) Next day, Moses gets to the tent early to find Aaron’s staff, dry and dead, not only with green shoots, but pink blossoms and ripe almonds! Then the people see God’s support of His chosen priest leader. The people scream, “We are lost! We are lost!” Wasn’t that a bit late for these complaining, disobedient people to accept God’s choice of leaders? Does this remind us of some in the church today? Will it take us all this hubbub to bring fidelity to God’s Will expressed in the Church now?


Even after this, the people begin again. “The whole Israelite community began to grumble. They blamed Moses and Aaron for their punishments. This is an example of “inversive language.” Good is called evil, and evil good. When sex between homosexuals is declared evil by the teaching Church, a cry goes up that the Pope and the officials of Rome are in error; they are cruel, too hard on human nature. Result: Homosexuals are “good”; the Pope and the Church are “bad.”


In these chapters we learn the blessings of tithing, of giving the first fruits of our labor to God and His Church, not the last and if anything is left over. Many times we are deceived by false needs in advertising or our neighbor’s example or by the complaints of our children for new “trinkets” (more likely computers, cars?). We overspend, we go into debt, and we have nothing left for God. We lose the really valuable: God’s blessing and power over our lives and our needs.


We learn of reverence for ritual cleanliness (a symbol for purity of heart). Some of these laws on ritual cleanliness arose from the culture and beliefs of the times. Knowing little about infectious diseases, they shunned dead bodies, those with rashes, etc. They made a fetish of washing, though they had little water... We learn how God required reverence for His least command. How lightly our society ignores even the great moral laws preserved in the Bible—”Keep holy the Lord’s Day; Do not use God’s name except in reverence; no adultery, lying, stealing. The newspapers are full of it, from youth, their parents, from the highest government officials. And we began as a nation under God!


In the Ashes of the Red Heifer, a retention of earlier pagan rites not mentioned elsewhere in the Bible, we see another symbol of atonement for sin and a foreshadowing of Jesus’ sacrifice “outside the walls” (See John 19:20 and Hebrews 13:12). Lastly, we get purifying water, a type of Baptism. We hear of the “covenant of salt” a symbol of inviolability and preservation, a sign of perpetuity when men were mutually bound together by eating salt together. See Matthew 5:13. Are we Christians salt of the earth as Jesus said?


The fear of the dead, by the way, was not present in earlier scriptures. This is an example of how much the culture of the times, of surroundings, can affect us, even our religious services...


We sadly see Moses and Aaron sin by lack of faith; we see how sin spreads, infects others. Think how our TV and printing presses infect our children with evil of all kinds, claiming freedom of the press and human rights.


Miriam died in Kadesh, probably the first woman with leadership among God’s people, but one who thirsted for more power, jealous of Moses. She instigated the same feeling in Aaron. “Cherchez La Femme!” say the French. “Look for the Woman.” Her real power is over the men in her life. “The hand that rocks the cradle rules the world,” says another proverb. “All that I am I owe to my angel mother,” wrote Abraham Lincoln, one of our greatest Americans. And she was a stepmother! That is the true power of women.


Yet these people, these rag-tag desert pilgrims, former slaves, set out again and again toward Canaan, thickly inhabited by people in large walled cities, with prostitution as a religious celebration—a sexual aberration. But God kept the end result in mind—the millions of good holy Jews up to the Virgin Mary, our “nature’s solitary boast” as the Protestant poet William Wordsworth wrote, and her Son, the Man-God. For these desert complainers, often rebellious people, brought the world the great prophets, the Wisdom literature, and the holy “anawim,” meek and obedient and poor in their own eyes. Today, as much as the Church seems in a near-schism at times, and has been many times, it will not ever go under; unlike the English ferry boat that sank as it approached Belgium, it will bring God’s people across a sea of time, all the way to the Promised Land.


The water from the rock gives us strong symbols in the Church. See John 3:5 and 4:10 and Isaiah 26:2-4 for meanings of water in Hebrew and New Testament literature. See the rock rejected as the cornerstone in Matthew 21:42, Acts 4:11, and Romans 9:33. See Jesus at the pool of Siloe, at the Temple offering water; See John 7:37-38 and 19:34, 1 Corinthians 10:4, rich lessons from the New Testament.


The Book of Numbers tells us the story of forming a closely-knit community, subject to the authority of its God-given leaders in a social organization. It was truly a “nation under God,” a theocratic nation. Instead of a constitution and government, the Hebrews were organized around an Ark of Covenant, a Tabernacle, and a Law. Yet God’s promise of a land of their own faced a clear reality: they had to invade the land, drive out the earlier inhabitants (who had come since Abraham, however!).


As we saw in the last lesson, all of their human experiences are symbols of spiritual warfare, instructions for every man and woman on the earth of a relationship of faith in God and of living by His teaching through our Moses and Aaron, finally entering into union with God.


I discovered from these chapters that there are four steps in their journey and in our spiritual warfare in a post-Christian world, in which, for the first time in history, there are people who do not believe in a higher being. “Atheists” comes from Greek “a,” against and “theist,” god. A year or so ago on national TV, Betty Frieden called for a “religion of secular humanism” and linked this with a radical feminist cause: “freedom from marriage.” It was this talk that alerted several Christian and Catholic women to leadership. These are very actively promoting Christian fidelity in marriage, religious education of American children, prayer in schools which their tax money builds and maintains, traditional family values, and, finally, pro-life and the overthrow of our highest court’s permission that unborn children be killed by their mothers. This brings us to the role of the laity, much as the Israelites had to do—invade the territory of God’s enemies, battle for God’s cause, remake a nation under God.


What are Israel’s four steps in journeying toward their goals, God’s goals for the world?


1.
The Israelites set out in earnest. They began again to move on, forward. We must determine to progress toward being true Christians, toward a Christian world.


2.
They sojourned at times to restore their relationship with God, pasture their sheep. Do we pasture our spiritual lives, nourish our moral and faith life? It is becoming very obvious that we need a stop in our busy lives, that our frantic society needs places and times to retreat.


3.
Then the Israelites set out again from Kadesh, and finally arrived at the Jordan River where they were attacked. Their promised land had to be fought for! For the laity, this has a special meaning today which we will take up later.


4.
Only after conquering the enemy did they or will we set up a nation under God; both in individual Christians and in modern societies are strong enemies against God’s will for our peace, our fulfillment on earth and in the next life. Before we take up the important lessons on these, we will turn to the last story in our chapters tonight.

II. THE BALAAM STORY


As I read this story, I was fascinated more and more. This is an Oriental fable with a soothsayer, a talking animal like Aesop’s Fables, with kings and princes, with treasures and intrigue and bribery. In the midst of this, a very Hebrew being, a talking angel with a sword, who causes the animal to wander into fields, bruise his master’s leg, and sink to his animal knees, master and all. I was thoroughly delighted with this amazing little story, so fanciful, right in the book of dull Numbers with delicate poetry and little oracles. But what does it say?


It shows us the fear and dismay that the success of Israel’s conquest of Sihon and Og caused. (These two kings are mentioned in the psalms several times.) We learn that with God we can master any superior enemy. These settled kingdoms with trained armies were defeated by wanderers who were once slaves; they defeated two kingdoms. That sent the third scouting for a magician, one who could cast a curse on these upstart people. Here we see a strange thing; God begins to speak to the magician, to exercise authority over him, and the magician accepts this, refusing all the money, the pleading, the king’s ambassadors. Balaam thought he got permission from God and sets out, however. I am wondering if his other master, Satan (and his magic and his tempting) was the one who said Yes. We learn from this that as St. John of the Cross warns in his writing on visions and revelations and locutions, we can often be deceived in what we think God says to us; even if he does, we need help to understand it all right.


We also learn that God loves all people on earth. Turn to the Mosaic Covenant, Exodus 19:5. “You shall be to me my special possession, dearer to me than all other people, though all the earth is mine.” He loves all. We learn of the forgiving and faithful love of God who showed the pagans and His own people how His power can defeat armies. His people captured both kingdoms, an extensive portion of land!


Theologically, the story summarizes the revelation of God’s purpose as it was communicated to Moses. The Apostolic Fathers (those taught by the Apostles) saw in the fourth oracle, 24:17, a prophesy of Jesus’ coming from the Hebrew nation and from the tribe of Juda. Given to a pagan! Somewhere in our library is a book called HOLY PAGANS. Balaam was not exactly holy, though. He got his payment later for perverting the Israelites, as we will see.

III. LESSONS FOR OUR LIVES AND OUR TIMES


When I finished reading and researching these chapters, I asked myself, “What do they mean for our lives?” Naturally, I asked the Holy Spirit for some light, understanding. Some pretty strong meanings came to me...


There are tremendous lessons here for our lives in our culture, our Catholic Community, our individual lives.


1.
Again and again God showed immense displeasure, “anger,” as the writer calls it, at lack of faith in Him as the one who is our rock, our director, our God. Though God loved Moses so much, had spoken to him so intimately, He barred him from the final and long-sought goal, leading the People into the land promised them, because of one publicly seen failure in believing that God was the power that produced the water from the rock, not Moses’ two strikes. It is an important lesson. We must not put our trust in ourselves, in our learning, our theologians, our own ideas. We must not put our trust in money, entrepreneurship, politics, our labor, but in God’s help.


2.
God showed immense displeasure with those who sought the office of those whom God had chosen and appointed to speak His Word to the people. Nathan, Abiram, Miriam, even Aaron—all also chosen by God for offices—all of them received severe punishment for their criticism, rejection, and jealousy of Moses or Aaron, who were God’s spokesmen, who relayed his decisions and theirs. For us, we must not join such irreverence for God’s choices of leaders as we see today.


3.
A third lesson we see in these chapters comes from those who compromised, who joined in sexual sin and idolatrous worship with the Midianite sacred prostitution practices. It was as if they believed the pagans should be accepted in their beliefs, as long as the Israelites did not mean to really join them. Most of this, of course, was in secret. It seems to me that the lesson we can learn is that God again showed such anger at this disobedience that all of them were exterminated. Strong punishment. We must not accept or support teaching or beliefs that oppose or contradict what the Church expresses in its official documents or what is given to us as our guide for our lives. Not only that, we should, it seemed to me as I prayed and listened, proclaim what we are asked to be and do; God expects us to share what we believe in. We are such poor evangelizers, we Catholics.


These revolts against Moses and Aaron are being repeated today, some even by those appointed by God to the Church, such as Abiram and the others. We must, like Caleb, like Phineas in his zeal for the Law of Moses, not only live the Church’s teaching, but uphold and proclaim it, as St. Paul said to Timothy:  “Preach the Word in season and out of season, correcting, reproving, appealing” (2 Timothy 4:2). We have the most authoritative teaching known in the Church—the words of the Pope together with all the world’s bishops, the successors of the Apostles. Recently, Pope John Paul and a synod of bishops said that interpretations that went beyond the meaning of the council documents, excessive and exaggerated trends, have caused the confusion that has resulted from Vatican II. These excess claims and actions have caused the ultra-conservatives to oppose Vatican II, and the ultra-liberals such as Hans Kung to teach what the Church has had to condemn. Not only confusion, but widespread individualism, personalism, and a kind of pro-choice in interpreting documents, have brought such statements as an otherwise holy and intelligent priest wrote in The Texas Catholic: “The people, the whole Church, are infallible.” There was a storm of protest in letters to the editor from lay Catholics in the diocese.


Such confusion has led to factions, as in the early New Testament churches, factions in dioceses, in religious communities, and to such exposure on national TV as a talk-show that claimed the “American Church” is in schism. There are interviews with dissident priests, dissident religious women, dissident theologians. I have seen, several years ago, an NBC news program bring pro-abortion, pro-choice women to state their beliefs, with no pro-life women to state theirs. We have today mounting crime, divorces, drug abuse, alcoholism, suicides, homosexual “marriages,” teenage pregnancies, greed, and new and terrible illnesses. Is there a relationship with the Biblical fires in the Israelite camps, the plague of the fiery serpent, the famine, the battles to be fought? Does our world today need even far more fear of God than the Israelites learned through His swift response to rebellion and complaints against Moses?


Lately we saw a video-tape, a new and profoundly moving documentary on Fatima and the messages and warnings from God, not to a Moses, but brought by a human being from heaven, an unusual prophet who has come many times in the last few hundred years—the Mother of Jesus. And yet, many ignore these appeals. It was sad when I heard her prophecies in 1917 of World War II. It came just twenty-two years after the warning.


In our lifetime we have seen a much more serious departure without and within the Church than ever before, of worldwide proportions. Moses and Aaron interceded in prostrations on the ground for the Israelites. Mary asked us to pray and fast for the conversion of a nation that profoundly disturbed many nations with its hope of world domination, and for the conversion of sinners, including ourselves, especially Christians. That nation has been converted.


What are Christian laity supposed to be in the world today?


“You,” says the Document on the Laity (have you read it?), “are to go into the market-place, invade the workaday world, the media, the entertainment industry, the publishing world, the sports world, and the whole of society.” By your presence, your sharing of God’s Word, the moral teaching of Christ, and of His Church, we can change the world. Don’t just curse the darkness; light a candle!


Are you profoundly resolved to be related deeply to the Person of Jesus, the Light of the World, and to His Will for you in the Gospels, to know every word He said, to have studied the whole of Holy Scripture?


When I see the lessons contained in just these few chapters of Numbers for us today, I am more convinced that we must spread this Scripture Study.


We must make a lay Catholic organization which brings more and more Catholics to such a study, who bring and invite others, preparing the lectures, trained for this and for discussion leader skills. God’s Word must spread among Catholics, according to Catholic interpretation and tradition, uniting us, instead of dividing, as it unfortunately has done among Protestant Christians who are woe fully divided into 400 or more churches, separated by the sad doctrine of “private interpretation of the Bible.” For the Bible did not exist as we have it until the Church (then the original “Catholic” Church) validated the books of the Bible. It is the Church which Jesus left us through the Apostles and the Bible relates God’s words with the old and the new People of God.

* * * * * * *
 QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 23

Numbers 26-36

Day 1

Read the notes, underlining some of the points that mean the most to you, to share with your group. What did you learn from the chapters covered that will help you the most?

Day 2


a.
State briefly the two principles behind the allotment of the land in Numbers 26:52-53. (See Acts 2:44-45 and Acts 1:16-26.)


b.
How would applying these principles work, applying them to your property and children or to your parish allocating its resources? Would there be any changes?

Day 3

Read Numbers 27.


a.
What does the settlement of land allotment for Zelophehad’s daughters say to you? (Numbers 27:1-11)


b.
In Numbers 27:12-23, what do you learn of the character of Moses?

Day 4

Read Numbers 28-29.


a.
What do you find alike in our daily “oblation” and these sacrifices of the Jews?


b.
Do you or any of your friends offer God our daily Eucharist? (Challenge) Reflect on your own possibility for this, or for inviting a friend.


c.
Compare the frequent statement “Do no work” on the feasts, in these two chapters, with modern America’s standards.


d.
What feasts listed here have come into our Catholic liturgy? Do these chapters help you understand how they came into our liturgy?

Day 5

Read Numbers 30, 31, 32.


a.
Do you know of any private vows in our Church such as these mentioned in Numbers 30? How are they binding or annulled?


b.
Among all the gruesome and cruel actions of war in Numbers 31, do you find a good that is not included after a war today?


c.
In Numbers 32, compare the request of the tribes, their insistence, and their attitude, along with Moses’ reasons for refusing, then accepting, with some examples in our modern Church.

Day 6

Skip Numbers 33 if you like; read Numbers 34:1-15, 35 and 36.


a.
In Numbers 36, does the correction of the earlier division imply that a development of church law in future situations is acceptable?

b. What have you learned for your own life in this week’s chapters?

MAP OF THE CONQUEST OF CANAAN
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