
FIFTH SUNDAY OF LENT - B 

March 18, 2018  

First Reading – Jeremiah 31:31-34  

Responsorial Psalm – Psalm 51 

Second Reading – Hebrews 5:7-9  

Gospel – John 12:20-33 

 

My dear people of God: 

 

Before  I explain   the  first  reading,  allow me  to  start  to  quote our  

Responsorial Psalm:   “Create a clean heart in me, O God”   

which comes  from Psalm 51 which is  the  famous  Miserere Mei, which is 

attributed  to David, after  his  crime against  Uriah (and his  adulterous union 

with  Bathsheba)  was exposed  by Nathan the prophet.  Bible scholars say that 

David composed   the psalm out of his compunction.  Our responsorial psalm  

would  make  our  appreciation  of the  first reading  more  profound just as the  

Prophet  Jeremiah  would have  wanted  us to. 

 

According to most bible scholars, the ‘promise of the new covenant’ was made 

after the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple. People were already in exile. 

They had lost their land and the temple- the two pillars of Judaism. In fact these 

two created the national identity of the Israelites. But now they had lost their 

identity. The Lord, who promised David a continuous kingship in his lineage, had 

now “deserted” them. With this, all hope for Israel seemed dead. Jeremiah, who 

was the “prophet of doom” until then, changed his   message. He instilled in them 

a new hope. He promised the restoration of the ‘people of YAHWEH’.  Jeremiah 

talked about the restoration of the Hebrews. 

 

Brothers and sisters,  for  us to grasp  profoundly  the  meaning of the  “new 

covenant”,  we need to  understand that in 587 BC it was time to recite and live  

the  Book of  Deuteronomy once more. Although the temple had been destroyed at 

that time, the priests tried to embark the ritual at the appointed time. Jeremiah’s 

proclamation of the new covenant is this: the initiative by Yahweh is astonishingly 

at hand. 

 



The centerpiece of this section is the word of salvation history, “in the day when I 

took them by hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt”. 

 

There are four pairs   of synonymous lines:  

(1) first pair: I will put my law within them;   in their hearts I will write it. 

 

(2) second  pair:  I will be their God,  and   they will be my people. 

 

(3) third pair: no man shall teach again his friend and his brother, 

                           to know the Lord”; for they will all know me,  

                          from the least of them to the greatest. 

(4)  fourth pair: I will forgive their iniquities;  I will remember their sins no more. 

 

All these four pairs would constitute the covenantal formula.  This is the   theme 

of the prose section: the salvific event of the exodus. But behind this theme from 

the  prose  section is the theme from the  poetry section which is:  “The 

KNOWLEDGE of YAHWEH”, something which Israel failed to attain under the 

Covenant  at  Sinai, which will be replaced with the “present” covenant. 

 

The old covenant was given in the context of the Exodus from Egypt, the saving 

act of God in the history of Israel. The covenant and the laws which followed were 

supposed to be the response of the people to the tender love and care of the Lord 

who carried them by hand out of the land of Egypt, out of the land of slavery 

(Deuteronomy 1:31  and  Hosea  11:3). 

 

By these words, the listeners of Jeremiah are encouraged to think that the Lord, 

who brought them out of the land of Egypt and gave them the identity of a nation, 

will surely bring them out of exile and give them back their identity as his people. 

Just like the Covenant at Sinai (Sinaitic Covenant) was the life-principle of their 

lives, the new covenant will be the life-principle of their lives post exilic.  The 

covenant which God made with the people of Israel at Mount Sinai was broken, 

provoking the anger of the Lord. This covenant was the bond between the people 

of Israel and the Lord. But by breaking the covenant they have rejected to be His 

people. The Lord accuses them that it was they who broke the covenant and not 

the Lord. 

 

‘I was their master’ or ‘I was their Lord.’  The covenantal relationship between the 

Lord and Israel was often illustrated in the marital covenant. It is this covenant 

which Hosea speaks when he speaks of the Lord as a faithful husband and Israel 

as an adulterous wife.  

 



While the first covenant document was written by God on two stone tablets and 

mediated by Moses (Exodus 31:18; and Deuteronomy 4:13; 5:22; 10:1–4), the new 

covenant will be written in their heart without any mediators. When God writes 

the law on the people’s heart, mediators are bypassed and the limitations of 

written documents are superseded. Stone tablets can be broken (Exodus 32:19; 

Deuteronomy 9:17) and scrolls can be lost or ignored (2 Kings 22:8), and burned 

(Jeremiah 36:23) or drowned (Jeremiah 51:63). Their availability is also 

restricted. The metaphor of writing on the heart shows how these limitations and 

vulnerability will be eliminated. 

 

For Hebrews, the   mind, is the seat of thinking, reflection and memory. Thus it is 

the mind. But even in the old covenant, Israel is urged to receive the law of the 

Lord into her heart (Deuteronomy 6:6; 11:8. Although the Lord had asked the 

people to write His laws in their hearts, they inscribed their sins in their hearts 

(Jeremiah 17:1). Only God’s hand can overcome their stubbornness and prepare 

them for loyal obedience. 

 

Since the covenant is put in the heart of the believer; they don’t need to renew the 

covenant as they did earlier. Even the loss of their temple would not affect them, 

for the heart of each one would become the Holy of Holies as they contained the 

writing of the covenantal laws. 

 

“I will be their God; and they will be my people”.  The law of the Lord thus forms, 

in the old as well as in the new covenant, the essence of the relation between the 

Lord and His people. The essential element of the covenant remains the same in 

both the old and the new covenant (Leviticus 26:12 with Exodus 29:45).   The 

hope proclaimed is a perfect integration of God and people, a flawless reciprocity, 

an undisturbed interaction: a deep harmony of divine and human wills and 

disposes of the tensions between obedience and disobedience to God’s demands. 

  

“No man shall teach again his friend and his brother, saying, “Know the Lord; for 

they will all know me, from the least of them to the greatest”, says the Lord.  The 

earlier covenant needed somebody to teach the fellow Israelite to obey the 

commandments of Yahweh.  The Israelites were asked to teach their younger 

generation about the law of the Lord. But the new covenant will be inscribed in 

the hearts and put inside each one that they will no longer need anyone else to 

instruct them or lead them to renew the covenant. 

 

The Knowledge of Yahweh, of which the prophet speaks, is not the 

theoretical knowledge which is imparted and acquired by means of religious 



instruction.  The knowledge of Yahweh is based upon the inward experience of the 

heart which is a life-transforming one.   

 

Remembering iniquities and punishing sins are inseparable. The Lord only 

remembers the iniquity when He punishes the sin. Conversely, when He declares 

that He has forgotten the iniquities, it means He will never punish them for their 

sins. Plainly put, “forgive” and “forget” does not mean that the Lord has some 

kind of loss of mental recollections. Rather these are synonymous terms for a 

single act; they do not denote sequential and complementary acts. 

 

Now, let us go to the second reading: The word rendered “reverent fear” is one 

that the sacred author wants us to have (Hebrews 12:28).  It properly denotes, not 

terror, but a cautious foreseeing fear, opposed alike to rashness and to cowardice: 

the adjective is always rendered “devout”.  

 

No word could be more suitable where the relation of the Son of Man to His 

Father, is expressed and it would be very difficult to find any other word which 

should be suitable to this relation and yet contain no implication of sin to be 

acknowledged with humility and shame. The object of the “prayers and 

supplications” thus heard and answered is implied in the words “unto Him that 

was able to save Him out of death”; not “from death”.  

  

The sharp edge that strikes into your heart, my dear brothers and sisters, has cut 

into Christ’s first, and the blade tinctured with His blood inflicts only healing 

wounds upon us. He is our Priest because He has gone before us on every road of 

sorrow and loss, and is ready to sustain us when it comes to our turn to tread it. 

And beyond that:  Christ is not only our companion in sorrow and supplication, 

but also our pattern of submissive reverence. Let us then embrace resignation and   

submission to all the burdens and pains and struggles and sorrows which life 

brings to us.  Our Lord does not demand the suppression of the natural emotions 

and feelings of fear. Christ recoiled from the cup, but His submission was perfect.  

 

We experience a particular struggle: When our inclination and duty will often 

draw us two different ways:  Tastes and weaknesses will often suggest one thing; 

while the high sense of the path we ought to travel upon will suggest another. But 

the inclination must never be allowed to mount up into the region of the will and 

to make our purpose falter, or make us abandon that which we feel will be the 

rough path. There is the fact that the flesh shrinks (as shrink it must), from the 

thing which duty demands we should do. But Christ, the example of a perfect 

resignation, is an example of a will that mastered flesh.  Christ will give us full 

encouragement and strength in our time of need and conflict. 



 

There is another struggle:  there comes into our life sometimes the other struggle 

between submission and sorrow. We see the strong person crying. Our Lord 

prayed unto Him to save Him from death.  And He was heard.   How was Jesus 

heard?  He was heard this way: there appeared unto Him an angel from heaven 

strengthening Him. He was heard this way: His prayer was not ‘Let this cup 

pass’.  His prayer was, ‘Thy will be done’.   God’s will was certainly done. 

 

And so there comes out the true heart of all true prayer, ‘Thy will be done.’ 

And the true answer that we get is, not the lifting away of the burden, but the 

breathing into our hearts enough strength to bear it, so that it ceases to be a 

burden. 

 

The cup will be sweetened, and our lips made willing to drink it. Christ was 

heard, and Christ was crucified. 

 

Now, let us go to the Gospel:   It was the Feast of the Passover. Greeks arrive on 

the scene, and they find Philip. And they make one of the most extraordinary 

requests of the entire Gospel, “Sir, we wish to see Jesus.” 

 

Surprisingly, the answer to the desire of the Greeks to see Jesus was a long 

discourse.  I am  ashamed to admit  that  if  I  were a companion of the  Greeks, I 

would  have said, “Lord, we came  here  to see  you in person, not  to be lectured 

upon”.  

 

My brothers and sisters, let us be realistic: these Greeks precisely came to see 

Jesus in person because they have heard of His teachings.  They came to listen to 

the words that flowed from His lips.   Jesus’ response to the request of the Greeks 

announced that the hour (meaning the crucifixion, resurrection and ascension) 

has come.  And He immediately connected His dying with productivity. He boldly 

proclaims a call to servant-discipleship.  The voice from heaven testifies that in 

Jesus, God’s name has been glorified. 

 

Brothers and sisters, to listen to Jesus is to believe in Him. His death by 

crucifixion will eventually lead to man’s redemption. We are  happy to  realize 

that Jesus is preparing His disciples and  His  Greek  listeners (who are of  course 

Gentiles, like us)  for more than His death, but beyond  the  grave  which  is  the  

Resurrection and the Ascension.   

 



And that is what the Fifth Sunday of Lent offers us: Closer Union with Christ.  If 

we die with Christ, we will rise with Him. If we allow the dagger to pierce our 

heart (as we learned in the second reading),   we   will be closer to Christ who 

suffered first.     Amen.   


