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SERIES II 
 
 

THE PENTATEUCH 
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REFLECTIONS ON THE DEUTERONOMIC CODE 
Deuteronomy 26:16 – 34:12 

 
 
 This week we will spend more time with 
reflections on the nature of the Kingdom we are 
talking about, the “priestly people” to whom the 
Deuteronomic Law is proposed as a way of life. 
 
 The Code of Laws we find in Deuteronomy 12 
- 26 is the third such code we have encountered: 
there is the “Covenant Code” of Mt. Sinai that we 
studied in Exodus, the code that includes the Ten 
Commandments as we learned them when we 
were children. There is the “Holiness Code” of 
Leviticus that Dr. Craven talked about. There is 
the overarching fact that all of the Books we have 
studied this year (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, 
Numbers, and Deuteronomy) are grouped together 
in the Jewish tradition in what is called the Books 
of the Law (Pentateuch because there are five of 
them). 
 
 What I want to call special attention to, at this 
point, is that all are revelations of God to a People 
as distinguished from a group of persons. Most of 
us grew up in a kind of “Jesus and I” mentality 
(there was even a catechism for primary grades 
that bore that title). The point stressed was: what 
we had to do to save our souls. We learned too, to 
be concerned about the “souls” of others. Do you 
remember the invitation to “buy” pagan babies, 

sending five dollars and thereby having the right 
to name a specific infant when he or she was 
baptized? 
 
 That mentality isn’t to be scorned; many a 
person who followed it reached a level of holiness 
that we might all envy. Nevertheless, one of the 
outstanding glories of recent renewal in the 
Church is a deepening consciousness that we are a 
People, not just an aggregate of persons. The root 
of that consciousness is the Biblical renewal, and 
attention to precisely the books we have studied 
this year, those books that deal with God’s work 
over the centuries to create a People. 
 
 A fruit of that awareness is the consciousness 
that the People so chosen and so constituted are to 
find their identity in their relationship with the 
God who called and continues to call. Emphasis is 
upon the way He has treated them which is to 
become a model of how they are to treat one 
another. If you did your homework for this week 
you found traces of justice, respect and 
compassion in the ways persons were invited to 
treat one another. Such attitudes were not to be 
based on how deserving the person helped was or 
the need of the helper to gain “brownie points” 
toward eternal salvation. The Chosen People were 
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to behave in such a way precisely because they 
were chosen to know God and, therefore, to 
behave as He does, to exercise justice, respect and 
compassion because these are His fundamental 
attitudes as revealed in the history of this People. 
 
 Let’s step back for a moment from the details 
of that history and get an overview. At some point 
in time—a time that had lost its center as the 
disobedience of our “first parents” spun out into 
the spiraling violence of Cain’s murder of Abel, 
Lamech’s boast of escalating violence, the 
disobedience of a whole people that occasioned 
the flood—at some point in that apparently 
senseless spinning in chaos, one man, Abraham, 
was able to hear the voice of God. In that moment 
a kind of new creation occurs as God’s word 
again finds a response from the earth. 
 
 Now a divine order begins to penetrate 
rational creatures God has made; Abraham’s 
descendants are numerous, moving through Isaac, 
that unique child of the Covenant, to Jacob and 
his twelve sons and their numerous progeny. They 
were not all virtuous men (witness the treatment 
of Joseph by his brothers), but they were people 
aware of a call. When they find themselves in 
trouble in the Egyptian court, they assume that 
God is punishing them for their wrongful 
treatment of their brother. Joseph himself, with his 
marvelous gift of foregiveness and his ability to 
see all as part of God’s design, is a model of 
godly behavior; he does not see himself as the 
only “just one” before God, deserving of special 
honor; rather, he says, “God sent me ahead so that 
you might be saved.” The offending brothers are 
treated as royal guests, not because they are 
virtuous but because Joseph has learned from God 
something about caring and mercy and 
forgiveness. 
 
 Then, of course, we have the disintegration of 
the People during the sojourn in Egypt that 
culminates in slavery. And now it is Moses who 
experiences the divine call to establish the sense 
of identity of the Israelites as a People called by 

God. Do you remember what God says to Moses 
there at the burning bush? “I have seen the 
suffering of my people, and I call you...” Again 
we have the struggle against the temptation and 
chaos of the desert. Like Joseph, Moses forgives 
over and over, refusing any offer of personal ease 
or even personal salvation if it is not to include his 
people. We marvel at his dedication to a people 
who more than once threatened to stone him, who 
rejected his authority and scorned his directives. 
But Moses has become godly in his concern for 
his people, all of his people, even Miriam and 
Aaron who perhaps hurt him most deeply. 
 
 At Sinai this motley gathering of former 
slaves becomes a people, God’s people, as they 
gather themselves together and in one glorious 
moment say “yes” to the covenant proposed to 
them. All of their future is shaped by that 
commitment. They will never become like the 
pagans around them; if they commit the same sins 
it is the more terrible because they know the God 
whom their neighbors do not know. Their very 
identity as Israel makes them responsible not only 
to God but also to one another and for one 
another. 
 
 And since we remarked earlier that the 
Biblical renewal has brought us to a new 
understanding of ourselves as Church, let me 
point out in just one section of a document of 
Vatican II something of what that means. 
 
 One of the most important of the documents 
drawn up by the Second Vatican Council is the 
Constitution of the Church, bearing the Latin title 
of “Lumen Gentium.” Chapter 2, entitled “The 
People of God,” begins like this: 
 

At all times and among every people, God has 
given welcome to whosoever fears Him and 
does what is right (cf. Acts 10:35). It has 
pleased God, however, to make men holy and 
save them not merely as individuals without 
any mutual bonds, but by making them into a 
single people, a people which acknowledges 
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Him in truth and serves Him in holiness. He, 
therefore, chose the race of Israel as a people 
unto Himself. With it He set up a covenant. 
Step by step He taught this people by 
manifesting in its history both Himself and the 
decree of His will, and by making it holy unto 
Himself. All these things, however, were done 
by way of preparation and as a figure of that 
new and perfect covenant which was to be 
ratified in Christ, and of that more luminous 
revelation which was to be given through 
God’s very word made flesh. 
 
Christ instituted this new covenant, that is to 
say, the New Testament, in His blood (cf. 1 
Corinthians 11:25), by calling together a 
people made up of Jew and Gentile, making 
them one, not according to the flesh but in the 
Spirit. 
 
This was to be the new People of God. You 
who in times past were not a people, but are 
now the people of God (1 Peter 2:9-10). 
 
...The heritage of this people are the dignity 
and freedom of the sons of God, in whose 
hearts the Holy Spirit dwells as in His temple. 
Its law is the new commandment to love as 
Christ loved us (cf. John 13:34). Its goal is the 
kingdom of God which has been begun by 
God Himself on earth and which is to be 
further extended until it is brought to 
perfection by Him at the end of time. 
 
So it is that this messianic people, although it 
does not actually include all men, and may 
more than once look like a small flock, is 
nonetheless a lasting and sure seed of unity, 
hope and salvation for the whole human race. 
Established by Christ as a fellowship of life, 
charity and truth, it is also used by Him as an 
instrument for the redemption of all and is 
sent forth into the whole world as the light of 
the world and the salt of the earth (cf. 
Matthew 5:13-16). 

 

 Note here the invitation to be builders of the 
earth, together with the God who creates; to be 
interested only in consuming its goods is to follow 
Satan’s invitation. Nor may the Christian ignore 
the world as though it were evil and to be avoided 
by those wishing to be holy. The all-holy God, 
Scripture tells us, is deeply involved in history 
and His people are to join Him in that 
involvement. 
 
 To quote a specific example of the theological 
development of the sense of God’s People in 
“Lumen Gentium” we might notice the 
differences in ways of speaking of the sacraments, 
ways that differ, not in essence but in emphasis 
from what we learned in Baltimore II. You 
probably knew, as I did, that in the Eucharist we 
receive the “Body and Blood, Soul and Divinity 
of Our Lord Jesus Christ under the appearance of 
bread and wine.” That was a doctrinal statement, 
much of it formulated to confront heresies of the 
Protestant Reformation. Notice the shift of 
emphasis in Lumen Gentium: 
 

Taking part in the Eucharistic Sacrifice, which 
is the fount and apex of the whole Christian 
life, they offer the divine Victim to God and 
offer themselves along with It. Strengthened 
anew at the holy table by the Body of Christ, 
they manifest in a practical way that unity of 
God’s People which is suitably signified and 
wondrously brought about by this most 
awesome sacrament. 

 
 As for the sacrament of penance, do you 
remember the definition: “A sacrament through 
which we confess our sins to a duly authorized 
priest for the purpose of obtaining forgiveness.” 
What does “Lumen Gentium” say about this? 
 

Those who approach the Sacrament of 
Penance obtain pardon from the mercy of God 
for offenses committed against Him. They are 
at the same time reconciled with the Church 
which they have wounded by their sins and 
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which by charity, example, and prayer seeks 
their conversion. 

 
 Do you see the origin of the title “Sacrament 
of Reconciliation,” and do you understand why 
parishes have communal celebrations? 
 
 We used to speak of “Extreme Unction” as the 
Sacrament which, through the anointing and 
prayer of the priest, brings health and strength to 
the soul and sometimes to the body when we are 
in danger of death from sickness. “Lumen 
Gentium” stresses a different aspect: 
 

By the sacred anointing of the sick and the 
prayer of her priests, the whole Church 
commends those who are ill to the suffering 
and glorified Lord, asking that He may lighten 
their suffering and save them (cf. James 5:14-
16). She exhorts them, moreover, to contribute 
to the welfare of the whole People of God by 
associating themselves freely with the passion 
and death of Christ. 

 
 We could look at each of the sacraments and 
find the same shift from concern for personal 
salvation to the meaning of this particular crisis in 
human life as the person responds to this new call 
to be a responsible member of the People of God. 
Do you find that as exciting as I do? 
 
 Now back to Deuteronomy; in case you have 
forgotten, that is what we are about in this lesson. 
At this point I want to give you some background 
for those readings and show you why I think it is 
important to be aware of the historical 
development they unfold. 
 
 Deuteronomy 12-26 is the earliest section of 
the Book of Deuteronomy. It would date back, at 
least in the form of its earliest oral tradition, to a 
period relatively close to the time of the actual 
Exodus experience, which you recall as being in 
the 13th century before Christ. Obviously it has 
been developed as the needs of an agricultural 
community settled on the land and includes such 

provisions as cities of refuge for those guilty of 
accidental homicide. The Code requires that they 
specifically come together for the great feasts. 
 
 The specific focus of the Deuteronomic 
literature is the emphasis upon coming together, at 
a single place, for rituals of worship. It was good 
for a man to lead his family in worship, good to 
have small gatherings for prayer and 
thanksgiving, for celebration of family feasts, etc., 
but it is essential, if the people are to know 
themselves as a People, that they come together 
before the Lord who calls them, to hear His word 
and learn His law and acknowledge yet again that 
they are one because He has made them one. 
 
 The specific laws may vary; that the wife is 
not to protect her husband by seizing his opponent 
by his private parts is not a dictum to which we 
need frequent reference. Neither are we justified 
in treating the woman as simply the property of 
the man, either her father or her husband, with 
little concern for the wrongs done to her, and only 
directives about how to restore justice to the man 
who is wronged by damaging her. Just as you can 
teach only limited concepts to your small 
children, try to involve your adolescents in 
broader understanding, and struggle yourself until 
death to really know what it means to be human, 
so God must teach His people gradually, 
according to their capacity to understand. 
 
 But what He is teaching them is that they are 
called to be one, one in their worship of God, one 
in their respect for the land He is giving them, one 
in concern for each other, and particularly for the 
orphan, the widow, the powerless of every kind. 
And they are to do this because that is the way He 
has treated them. 
 
 That is what you will be looking for as you 
read the selections from I Chronicles: the passages 
from chapters 11, 13, and 14. Here David brings 
the people into one nation, ruled by one king, 
worshipping one God. 
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 This same call to oneness is what you will be 
hearing in I Chronicles 29 and II Chronicles 1-6, 
at that high point in Israel’s history when the 
Temple is dedicated, a place where God’s people 
may call upon His name, receive His mercy, know 
themselves one in Him. 
 
 That high point, though glorious, is extremely 
brief. In II Chronicles 10, we find the 
disintegration of the Kingdom, the separation into 
two parts of the Northern Kingdom of Israel and 
the Southern Kingdom of Judah, parts that would 
become rivals and even enemies, denying the 
oneness to which they are called. Notice the 
causes of that disintegration, and perhaps you will 
want to think about forces in our own time that 
can cause disintegration among the people God 
calls. 
 
 David’s establishment of the Kingdom took 
place somewhere around the year 1000 B.C. 
Solomon’s rule carried the unity through another 
generation. We have moved, then, from the 
Exodus (13th c) to the Kingdom (11th c). Your 
next reading will be from II Kings 22 and 23 
which moves us forward into the 7th century and 
the reign of Josiah. The Northern Kingdom of 
Israel has fallen a century earlier, its occupants 
deported and their land inhabited by foreign 
colonists, resulting in religious syncretism. 
(Herein lie the roots of the Jews’ scorn for the 
Samaritans.) 

 Judah had been invaded, her Temple violated, 
but for the moment there was relative peace and a 
religious renewal. The “Book of the Law,” 
probably some form of Deuteronomy with its call 
to oneness and integrity, is discovered in the wall 
of the city. Trembling with awe, Josiah has the 
book read to the people. 
 
 As you read of this event, try to enter into the 
excitement and hope of the people. You might 
then enter into your own renewal of your 
covenant with the Lord. What idols might we, in 
our time, need to put out of our hearts? What are 
the obstacles to oneness that threaten our integrity 
as a People before the Lord? They seemed to have 
so many idols, the people we are reading about. 
But they were only trying to “cover all the bases,” 
do what they had to do to be successful in the 
world of their day. We might reflect on Watergate 
and Wall Street, on all the things we in our society 
are tempted to feel that we have to do to “make it” 
in our world. What are our violations of oneness, 
our refusal to care for the widow, the orphan, the 
powerless? How does the temptation to “be like 
gods” rather than to reflect the image of God 
show itself in our lives? in our culture? 
 
 You might close with a prayerful reading of 
John 17, then speak to the Lord, making your 
personal response to His yearning. 

 
* * * * * * *
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QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 28 

Additional Questions For Deuteronomy 26:16 - 34 
 

Day 1  Read the Notes. What parts particularly appeal to you in relation to how you value the Mass. 
Why? 

 
 
 
 
 
Day 2  Read Deuteronomy 26:16-19, Galatians 3:10 and 1 Peter 2:9. 

a. How do you see the Deuteronomical Covenant relative to the New Covenant? 
 
 
 
 
 

b. What aspects do you find echoed in the liturgies of today? 
 
 
 
 
 

c. Read Deuteronomy 27:5-14 and Wisdom 14:8. 
Is idolatry a thing of the past; yes or no? Give answers with examples for both “yes” and 
“no.” 

 
 
 
 
 

d. The curses are reciprocals of God’s commands upon which the Covenant is conditional.  
How is the Covenant acknowledged? 

 
 
 
Day 3  Read Deuteronomy 28:1-14, Luke 12:11-12, Luke 14:10-11, John 17:9, 16, 17 and Matthew 

7:13-14. 
a. Can you connect some of the content of these verses to fulfillment in the New Covenant? 
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b. Read Deuteronomy 28:20-28, 1 Corinthians 11:30 and Romans 1:21-23. 
What parallels can you draw between the physical afflictions of the Deuteronomy verses and 
those identified by St. Paul? 

 
 
 
 
Day 4  Read Deuteronomy 29:3, Luke 10:23-24, 1 Corinthians 2:6-10 and 2 Timothy 3:14-16. 
  Compare the realities of man’s understanding of God in the times of the Old and New 

Covenants. 
 
 
 
 
 
Day 5  Read Deuteronomy 31:11-13. 
 a. Which activities do we have today that could be seen as a legacy of these verses? 
 
 
 
 
 

b. Read Deuteronomy 31:27 and John 13:11. 
What do you think was the central cause for: 

  1. the “rebels against the Law”? 
 
 
 
  2. modern day rebels against God? 
 
 
 
Day 6  Read Deuteronomy 32:28-29, Romans 10:17-19, James 1:22-25 and Matthew 25:20-21. 
 a. 
  1. how can we increase our understanding of God? 
 
 
 
  2. how can we share what we learn? 
 
 
 

b. Read Deuteronomy 34:10, Mark 9:4, Matthew 11:11-14, Luke 1:13, 15, 17 and John 3:3. 
  Since these Deuteronomical verses were written, what other great prophets have arisen? 


