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184 ISRAEL, MY FIRST-BORN SON

certain quarters at least, the monarchy itself; it could be a paganizing
institution.

Nonetheless Israel was ready to call itself son in a context of
immense richness: namely, in an essential association with the
exodus, the central fact of its revealed religion. We cannot under-
stand the phrase, ‘my firstborn son’ here as an accidental epithet, a
poetic exaggeration, precisely because it has an etiological function,
an important explanatory role, within this great story. It is integral
to the account of the exodus, the saving event par excellence, which
revealed Yahweh’s will to save his people.t

The whole Old Testament is marked by this event, all salvation
history centres around it: so much so that the phrase ‘Yahweh the
God who brought you out of Egypt’, became the very name, th
wdentification of the God of the Old Testament. Moreover, when
Israel was confronted by the crisis which cost it its independence,
1ts social structures, its public cult and religious life, prophets like
Jeremiah and the second Isaiah could turn only to the exodus for
the imagery and the ideas to express the promise of restoration,
The return of the exiled jews and the re-establishment of their state
and religion were to be a new and more marvellous exodus — that
paradigm of all salvation. ;

It is noteworthy that the affirmation of Isracl’s divine sonship
reappears most often preciscly in this context. The return is another
miracle of Yahweh’s saving grace, and it is a miracle granted his
children. Before the event Hosea promises a return motivated b
Yahweh’s fatherly love.? Jeremiah sees the return as a restoration o
the father-son relationship between Yahweh and Israel, a true ang
lasting relationship parallel to the new covenant which he als
promises.® The whole of third-Isaiah,?* is preoccupied with the returs
in which Yahweh acts according to the classic terms attached to th
original exodus as saviour and redeemer® of his children.® An

*  There are certain problems here which cannot be ignored entirely. 1. Is the conne
tion between Israel, God’s firstborn son and the plague on the firstborn of Egvpt esse
tial in the sense of being the actual historical motivation for the event? Cerainly no
The connection is literary, made by the writer or rather the tradition from which he dre
But 1t 15 the literary whole which is God’s word; so that what matters is the integration
of the text into the literary unit and so into its theology. 2. Was the passover and the
attendant rite of the firstborn really the original occasion for the exodus and its prelim
inary plagues? Once again the connection is literary and theological and that suffices
2 Hos 11. 3 Jer g1, 95 cf 31, g1-34. * e Isai 56, 1-66, 24

8 Note that in hebrew redeemer go’el was originally a family concept. The go'el was th
mber of the clan responsible for its integrity and especially its vindication in the {a
. Later the meaning was generalized, but the word always retained its connectiog
®  Isal 64, 8, 16. :

with the family also.

wmm
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where the Israel of the exodus is only once called Yahweh’s son
@5 mmmidmmob of the father-son relationship is wn.@mmﬁoa mm.<,2.m_v
tmes in the context of the return. We have an example of a O\Fw&n
process. Terms and concepts which were true and important v,ﬁ
which might have misled earlier Israel, were no danger to the vmo le
tested and purified by their trials, and they could wmacmnm and QQMW
oped freely in all their richness. o v
,.Hw.ﬁ,m 1s, then, a considerable complexity in the Old Testament
attitude toward the idea of Israel’s diviné sonship. On the one
hand, the idea is seldom stated, especially in the older levels of the
OE.HQQ.S@E. On the other hand, it was definitely there, and it
was mextricably bound up with the central facts of salvation wmmﬁow /
Hsmnm.mv his very language forced the israelite to think in S,Ebw wm
sonship when he thought of his relation with God. He knew that
Hmww.&. had a special relation to Yahweh, and hebrew, like the other
semitic tongues, characteristically spoke of a relationship as son-
ship. A citizen was ‘son of the nation’,' a crafisman was a ‘son of
the craft’,? a disciple was ‘the son of the sage’,® and so on. Son was
the general term for relationship. Inevitably, the wmovwm.m eciall
wmwmﬁom to Yahweh were his sons. We must \Ew@ care ﬁowomnmw SM
fail to catch &o full resonance of the term. Because we have in our
Mwoﬁowcwmo MMQQmw b.m:gwm woa. these a&mmonmww@mn citizen, craftsman,
pie and so forth, we might make the mistake of thinking that
the hebrew use of son in these cases, and for relation in Qmsmw& is
& transparent metaphor, with no further meaning UQ@BM 58% of
our own specialized terms. Not so: the semitic Ssmcmqﬁm reflect
Eo.@womozsm feeling about the nature of society as ommobomwmo% familial
.> little reflection can show us how appropriate this feeline is mOw.
Instance, a true citizen is indeed the son of his city (i.e. Zmd Mw.oa of
origin, whatever it be) in a real sense. It gives Um&bm to ,EM as an
MMQ.ZHM;&M M‘w is the special man that he is in great part mmomcm@
Isirom this time and this place. - 1ty
special development. In m::w.& e iy
that of a parent. \
, E@égmﬁ Israel’s thinking of itself as the son of Yahweh was not
conditioned merely by a phenomenon of language, even a pheno
menon Sw.mow reflects a primeval insight 980&5 b\wﬂsg oM.MVBﬁM
relationships. The basic concept of Israel as the covenant @oomr.

points in the same direct; Th
recuon. the people of Israel were organised

. begins and fosters his
the city has a function much like

Cf Neh 13, 16. 2 Cf Neh g, 8. * Provoa, 1.
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188 ISRAEL, MY FIRST-BORN SON

has made the people,* and because he nurtures it and guides its
development.? So much is this true that by comparison the revered
ancestors Abraham and Jacob (Israel} do not, according to the
prophet, deserve the title of father; it belongs to Yahweh alone.?
The definition, if we mav use the term, of fatherhood involved or
implied by these passages is instructive. It does not dwell on the
metaphysical nature of fatherhood. Yahweh is seen to be father of
Isracl in what he does. He brings Israel into being; he fosters and
guides it. This is true fatherhood. So also with sonship; true son-
ship lies in action according to the father’s heart. A true son must be
ike the father not in static being but in activity. Once again we have
a parallel to the covenant situation. In Israel, a covenant resulted
not so much in the establishment of a state as in a continuing action,
in living according to the wishes of the sovereign who had granted
the covenant. The ancient Near East even called the relation be-
tween covenant partners love. Indeed, though a book like Deuter-
onomy, based entirely on covenant ideas, knows of the father-son
relationship between Yahweh and Israel, the love with which it
1s concerned to the point of obsession is a love like that between
overlord and vassal.® This raises a serious objection against the claim
that the covenant relationship was always in some part familial.
If this were so, how could Deuteronomy concern itself with both
relationships, and vet keep them apart rigorously? The answer is,
1 believe, thatlove in Deuteronomy 1s a love of reverence and loyalty
and obedience: this love-relationship of son to father is equally ap-
plicable to Israel’s relation with Yahweh, a wnwmmodm\w&@ of fidelity,
reverence and obedience. This is strikingly verified by the contrast

in tone between the picture of Yahweh the Father’s relation to his’
son and that of Israel’s relation to him as Father. The first 1s all
tenderness; ® the other is essentially reverential fear and obédience.®

Yahweh complains not that his son does not feel tenderly toward
him, but rather that his son does not serve him faithfully.

This active sonship might well be called an imitation of God,
if we were to express it according to our own ideas; but we must
note that this 1s not said explicitiy in the Old Testament. The idea
that men should be like God is not unknown in Israel. For instance,
the demand: ‘Be ve holy, for I, Yahweh, your God, am holy’
o Isal 64, 7. .7 * Deut1, 3138, 5. 3 Isal 63, 16.
¢ Deut 8, 535 14, 1. CGf Moran, Williamn, S.J., “The Ancient Near Eastern Background

of the Love of God in Deuteronomy’, Catholic Biblical Quarterly 25 (1963), p 77-87.
¥ Deut 1, g1; Isai 63, 163 Hos 11, 8 E.g. Deut 14, 1; Isai 1, 2; Mal 1, 6.

ISRAEL, MY FIRST-BORN SON Hmm
occurs to explain and motivate laws;! but nowhere are we expressly
told that Israel the son must be like the divine Father. And this is
w.mgw& enough. Within a family the father is inevitably a model. and
w:m children learn more from living with him than from his mxm\vmnﬁ
Emﬂ.wcmmo.mm. However, we do not expect the father to call explicitly
for imitation; itis a normal, natural fact of family living and. so mom\m
not need explicit mention. We assume that the child will be ltke
the father, and we do not need to articulate this mmmmawmon
Neither did the OId Testament, though clearly it did make mmm.
.mmmcavaoz. The very ancient poem in Deuteronomy reads: “There
1s 1o corruption in him. His children have the EOBW\F a generation
twisted and perverse’.2 The blame implied can only m@ﬁﬂx if Israel
should have been like its father and had failed to be so.

»wmmw? the israelites are called ‘sons of the living God’,® a phrase
which in its primitive meaning referred to the fact that Husmg is like
the living God because he has the mysterious power to give life
.ﬁrwocmr procreation.* He is like God in this action. However. this
1s no automatic likeness, no brute quality shared by man and meB&
alike. It can be godlike only when used @wo@ma?. It must be in-
tegrated into a life given to God as a whole. mommmM the prophet who
has called Israel the son of the living God, is most acutely aware of
the dangers to which this godlike power left a man a @wmﬁ\ He could
refuse to attribute this power to God, claim it as his oiw and com-
pletely disrupt the order of things. More, any sin, any rejection of
God, cut men off from the source of life.s Thus true sonship is not
a state of possession, but a power. It is essentially involved with the
use of man’s power, with an activity which conforms to the divine
Father’s manner of doing things. ,

Hr&. is gm@w clear in more general terms in the most common
context in which Israel is addressed as Vahweh’s son. The point is
that the son s to act like a son. Because he is son he must be Noﬁww
he must live up to the family standards.® Nor is the action of H‘Em
mObmw.% confined to accepting general standards; the fact that Yah-
weh is the father to Israel, his son, is a motive for specific mo&om.q

. M@\ 19, 25 20, 7, 26. * Deut 32, 5.  Hos 2, 10
)mo Gen 1, 27-28 with 5, 1-3. ® CfHos 2, 7-15; 6, 2. 80r mm\m 64, 8
You a el 3 vd v 0t ves or make
s are the sons of the Lord vour God; vou shall not cut yourselves or make anvy
tdness on v C i : [
3 cad’. Deut inst shavi }
QMJ your forcheads for the dead’. D 14, 1. This law against shaving the b
SCCms o articularly i t1 Ath its sol i i it is, however, +
b “mqmbm @w 1 w.r n connection with its solemn ntroduction; it is, however, v
. M . ’
m o0 anh Lhe pracuce was 2 pagan funcral rite and so was tantamount to turs
rem Yahweh to another god. -
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COVER SYMBOLS

Trist is Alpha and Omega (Apoc 1,8}, ‘the beginning and the end’. The
whole of creation finds in him its coherence, for he is the keystone of the
whole structure (Eph 2,21-22)3 @5 he is also the holder of ‘the Key of David’

{Apoc 3,7)-
Ciod revealed himsell to Moses in the burning bush (Exod 3,2}, a fore-
shadowing of the supreme revelation in Christ the light of the world { Jn 8,12}
and the lamp of the New Jerusalem {Apoc 21,23)-

Christ is the star that rose out of Jacob (Num 24,17}, ‘the root and stock
of David, the bright and morning star’ {Apoc 22,16}, a symbol expressing

power and command. Christ reigns in virtue of his_glorious resurrection in
which we see the cross transfigured {cf Exultet).

The raising of Christ on the cross was prefigured when Moses raised the
brazen serpent in the desert (Num 21,8-0; Jn 5,14). .

The brazen serpent saved those who gazed on it. Christ is our salvation, in
his name we are saved (Acts 4,12} Fesus Christ God’s Son Saviour, the initial
leiters of these words in greek spell out schthus — fish. The fish bhecame a
symbol of Christ, and the carly chrisuans sometimes called themselves ‘the
litile fishes of Christ’ (Tertullian, de Baptismo, ch 1, PL T, 1198 AJ.
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