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Neh 8: 2-4, 5-6, 8-10 
Ps 19: 8, 9, 10, 15 
1 Cor 12: 12-30 
Lk 1: 1-4, 4:14-21 

 
 

This winter, I have the opportunity to teach three different groups of 

individuals on different starting points of the Catholic faith. At the 

University of St. Francis, I am teaching a group of nursing students 

about the introduction to the Catholic faith. Many of these nursing 

students come from different religious and faith traditions; many of 

them have never been introduced to the Catholic faith. To another group 

of USF students, I am teaching an introductory New Testament course, 

being told by the students that many of them have not even cracked 

open a bible for years. At the University of Dayton, I am teaching a basic 

liturgy course for volunteers and parish staff members from around the 

world (from Australia to Hong Kong to the UAE to Canada and the 

states) who wish to learn about the value of liturgical and private 

prayer, embracing their value and teaching this to others. 
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For each of these groups, I have been asked to present the teachings 

of the faith in a simple, easy to understand way. The leaders of these 

respective theology departments do not want the students to be 

intimidated by the teachings of the Church but rather want to provide a 

good foundation to be laid so that these students can continue pursuing 

the faith in future studies. 

Based on our scripture readings today, I thought that a nice 

introduction to the faith could be illustrated by what the book of 

Nehemiah and the gospel of Luke have to offer. So, if I were to begin 

teaching the basics of the faith to the students I teach, I would start with 

a summary by Fr. Lawrence Boadt concerning the teachings of the Old 

Testament: Infidelity to the covenant, as given through Moses, will lead to 

disaster and destruction. We learn in the Old Testament story that God 

creates us and tries to establish a covenant, or sacred agreement 

(literally a “testament”) with us. 

In this story, God constantly keeps the divine end of the deal, but we 

keep breaking our end. Adam and Eve were not faithful in the Garden 



 

Rev. Peter G. Jankowski Page 3 
3rd Sunday OT – C January 26-27, 2019 

of Eden; of the million or so Chosen People that escaped Egypt to return 

back to the Promised Land, only two of them (Joshua & Caleb) were 

strong enough to keep the covenant – no one else did (neither Moses nor 

Aaron kept the covenant and they were the leaders of this group!). Just 

before he died, Moses prophesied that the Chosen People ultimately 

would lose their land because of this infidelity (Dt 30: 16-20). 

The Chosen People entered this Promised Land and selected judges 

(or warlords) to lead them, realizing that most of the judges made their 

situation worse with God because of their infidelity to the covenant. As 

a result, the Chosen People decided to choose a king to unite them – 

mind you, they did not want God as their king… they wanted a human 

being to lead them. As good as Saul and David and Samuel were that 

ultimately united these people and helped them build a temple to 

worship God, they all were lacking in obedience to God’s direction. 

Following Solomon’s disobedience, the kingdom divided and save 

but three kings (Asa, Hezekiah and Josiah), each king brought the 

kingdom into even further corruption. Despite the efforts of the 
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prophets to rescue the Chosen People from their impending destruction 

(Amos and Hosea in the north; Isaiah and Micah in the south), the 

Northern Kingdom became so weak and corrupt that God permitted the 

Assyrian army to destroy and scatter the people of the north in 722 BC 

and the Babylonian army to destroy and exile the southern citizens of 

Judah in 586 BC. 

For fifty years, the Chosen People were without their land because of 

their disobedience to God, exiled in Babylon (which symbolized a life 

devoid of God in the Old Testament). After those fifty years of exile, an 

outsider named Cyrus, a king of the Persian empire who was in control 

of the land where the Chosen People were exiled, permitted the Chosen 

People to return to their land in 536 BC. Of the 600,000 men and their 

families who were exiled to Babylon, only 50,000 of the men and their 

families returned to their land to rebuild the temple. 

Concerning the first reading at Mass today, during this return a 

member of the Chosen community named Nehemiah was assigned by 

Cyrus to serve as governor of this reestablished kingdom. He was 
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assisted by a priest named Ezra who, many scholars contend, was one of 

the final assemblers of the books of the Old Testament known as the 

Torah (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy) as well 

as what we call the Historical Books of the Old Testament (Joshua, 

Judges, Ruth, 1 & 2 Samuel, 1 & 2 Kings, 1 & 2 Chronicles, Ezra, 

Nehemiah & Ether). Now Ezra realized how corrupt the Chosen People 

had lived and his solution was not easy for the faint of heart. If we put 

on our 21st Century lenses and looked at what Ezra proposed, we might 

be aghast as to his solution to the problems. 

Ezra, however, was very strict and uncompromising in his solution to 

the Chosen People’s infidelity with God. Ezra demanded that the people 

be complicit to God’s will without reservation. And for a while during 

the subsequent Greek invasion of the 4th Century BC, the Hellenistic 

Period and the Maccabean revolt we read from the Old Testament, the 

Chosen People lived a hope-filled life in their response to keeping firm 

to their end of the covenant. 
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During the Roman occupation around the time that Jesus walked the 

earth, the Chosen People began to show cracks in their relationship with 

God, ultimately leading to 70 AD when the Chosen People lost their 

battle with the Roman government and were exiled for the second time, 

mostly to a western city named Jamnia. As a result, their temple was 

destroyed again, leaving only a western wall that pilgrims (including 

myself) have gone to visit these last two thousand years, reminding 

ourselves of what remains in a life devoid of God’s direction. 

We understand in the New Testament that God came down to earth, 

the Father sent down the Son by the power of the Holy Spirit, to assume 

a human nature and a human will so that this God-man named Jesus 

Christ would be able to fulfill what we human beings previously could 

not. As we read in today’s gospel [responding to the quote from the 

prophet Isaiah (61)], “Today, this scripture passage is fulfilled in your 

hearing” (Lk 4: 21), Jesus explains to us that what he will do for us by 

suffering, dying and rising, will pay the price for our sinful nature and 

will satisfy the blood oath made by God and the Chosen people. 
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(As a side note, I find it interesting that when God invested in the 

“blood oath” with Abraham in Genesis 15, only God passed through the 

sacrificed animals that were offered for the covenant; Abraham, similar 

to us in so many ways in our life of prayer and living, had fallen asleep 

during this ritual action.) 

We have learned in this path that so many times in our history after 

Jesus’ death and resurrection is that whenever we drift away from the 

path of God and the unity of the Church, whether it be in the form of the 

heresies which split the Church in its first five hundred years, the East-

West Schism of 1054, the Great Western Schism of the 13th Century, the 

Protestant Reformation of the 16th Century or even the sex abuse crises 

of today, it is at these times that we drift away from this covenant God 

established for us at the altar and on the cross. When we focus on our 

desires or sins rather than God’s will and direction, we seem to scatter 

and splinter the faithful within our own communities as a result. 

For this reason, what I teach the students to do in the classes I 

facilitate is to learn and memorize Article #140 of The Catechism of the 



 

Rev. Peter G. Jankowski Page 8 
3rd Sunday OT – C January 26-27, 2019 

Catholic Church, which teaches us that “The unity of the two 

Testaments proceeds from the unity of God's plan and his Revelation. 

The Old Testament prepares for the New and the New Testament 

fulfills the Old; the two shed light on each other; both are true Word 

of God.” If we memorize that line, if we realized how time and again we 

human beings have failed that covenant and how only the God-man 

was able to fulfill it, only then do we have the opportunity to escape the 

sinful life set before us to find the path to heaven. In some ways, Ezra 

was right; in all ways, Jesus was right – the only way to salvation is to 

hold on to the teachings of God and embrace the life that God asks us to 

live, for our own sake and the sake of those we are commissioned to 

serve. 

What often is lacking in the world of faith is catechesis and to follow 

the mandate of those ordained as deacons to believe what you read, to teach 

what you believe and to practice what you teach. May we rededicate 

ourselves to this life of prayer, study and service by learning these 
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lessons well, by embracing them and by teaching them to the people 

that we meet. This is our prayer. 


