6th Sunday after Epiphany
Sermon 2.13.11

Scripture:
Deuteronomy 30



Matthew 5:21-37

The One That Got Away

The right question to ask when preparing to preach isn’t, what do I want to say? The right question is, what do I want to happen?  Preaching is an event.
It’s strange that our culture’s protection of free speech has come hand-in-hand with a collective devaluing of speech.  “Sticks and stones may break my bones,” I’ve heard it said, “but names can never hurt me.”  It’s as if, in our making speech free, we’ve taken it to have no value, no power.

I don’t imagine this was the intent of the founding fathers.  “Congress shall make no law,” they wrote, “…abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press…”  This not because speech doesn’t really matter so who cares who controls it?  No, this because speech is so powerful that it shouldn’t be just the government’s to exercise.  Yet a couple centuries hence we’ve been known to conclude, “Talk is cheap.”

********

We fell into a conflicted conversation once—a group of female clergy at a workshop.  None in the group preached from the pulpit but me.  

“From the floor,” one said.  

“Among the people,” said another.  “In the round, ideally, if only we could get rid of the pews.”  

“Why not from the pulpit?” I asked.  

“The pulpit’s a male place,” came a reply.  

“Wait,” I said.  “What does that mean?”  

“Men have always occupied the pulpit,” which began a history lesson that I didn’t need and hadn’t meant to ask for. 
“I know the history,” I said.  “But that’s history.  What about a pulpit makes it, in essence, a male place?” 

“It’s authoritarian,” said one.
“It’s hierarchical,” said another.
“But neither of these is to say that it’s male,” said I.  “These approach saying the pulpit is a place of power—but in my experience neither necessarily authoritarian nor hierarchical, and now not necessarily male.  Now women can occupy such a place.  So, why not do it?”  
There are good reasons for preaching from the floor (just as there are mundane reasons as to why I rarely do).  There are good reasons to preach in the round among the people.  But to avoid the power of the pulpit, I think, is not one of them.
*****************

This is a strange Sunday as far as the readings are concerned because they’re all three (the two we heard and the one we didn’t) excerpts from someone’s sermon—Moses’ sermon to the people Israel, Jesus’ sermon to the disciples, and Paul’s epistolary sermon to the troubled Corinthians who just couldn’t figure out how to come together and be Church.  This is to say that, if talk is cheap, then no one’s gonna get their money’s worth this morning.  If the offering bowls are empty in an hour, I’ll understand why.  
But I won’t agree.  Words create worlds, especially for the people of the book.  Consider the creation story—its testimony, what it tells us.  God said, and there was; God said, and there was.  Words create worlds.  The question is, then, what sort of world do we want to inhabit—right now?
*****************

Moses had a challenge before him—to sum up not only the 10 Commandments that are the written Torah, but also the 613 commandments known as the oral Torah.  These many, many commandments, or more accurately called in English “utterances,” the Lord told Moses to tell the people regarding the finest minutiae of life together; these followed when the written Torah Moses broke, literally shattered (tablets dropped, Moses ballistic) at the sight of the people worshipping a golden calf.  Hardly had they had the Law—light at first, just 10 commandments—before they broke it, fashioning an idol though such a thing was explicitly outlawed in the second utterance: “You shall not make for yourself an idol.”  Hardly had they had this Law, which incidentally was the thing that gathered them as a people—having not been gathered by geography since they had no land; having not been gathered by physical characteristics or racial commonalties since those who, unfortunate, ended up enslaved in Egypt might have come from any of the region’s people; having been gathered only by a common call and now a shared law, but only hardly) before they ended up violating it.  And this was when the Law would have been relatively hard to violate, relatively easy not to.  Just ten commandments!  That leaves a lot of room for what you can do.  

Well, not one to give up on this people whom He loved, God came back with another code—though this with much more to say, such as, “…from2 among all the land animals, these are the creatures that you may eat. 3Any animal that has divided hoofs and is cloven-footed and chews the cud—such you may eat. 4But among those that chew the cud or have divided hoofs, you shall not eat the following: the camel, for even though it chews the cud, it does not have divided hoofs; it is unclean for you. 5The rock-badger, for even though it chews the cud, it does not have divided hoofs; it is unclean for you. 6The hare, for even though it chews the cud, it does not have divided hoofs; it is unclean for you. 7The pig, for even though it has divided hoofs and is cloven-footed, it does not chew the cud; it is unclean for you. 8Of their flesh you shall not eat, and their carcasses you shall not touch; they are unclean for you.”  It’s as if God recognized immediately that He would have to get more specific than just ten general utterances—and these mainly concerning such vagaries as honoring and remembering.  It’s as if God realized that for such a radically new idea—the rule of law—he would have to offer a more substantive law.

And so it came: what to eat and what not to eat and why in each case (cloven hooves, jointed legs, scales and exoskeletons), how to build the Ark of the Covenant (how many cubits deep, how many cubits wide, what sort of wood cut in what way), what to sacrifice for which purpose (a burnt offering, a sin offering, an offering of well-being, where to slaughter it, where to dash its blood), how to purify oneself after childbirth or after menstruating, what varieties and symptoms of leprosy to pay heed to, the rites of ordination to the priesthood and its demands for holiness, and of course the penalties for when any commandment is violated (utterances about how to deal with utterances ignored).
The thought occurs that Moses might well have found fleeing slavery with a hundred-thousand or so people following suit was but a small thing compared to delivering such a detail-oriented Law.  Marching rag-tag through a sea yet with “unmoistened foot” (as one hymn text puts it—so very droll!) was but a straightforward thing compared to getting every stipulation right and delivering it so to the people.  And this for someone who stammered!
But this is the problem once you start thinking so legalistically: you find that it’s hard to stop.  Imagine a parent giving final instruction to the babysitter before heading out for the evening—babysitter nodding, kids overhearing.  “No candy.  They can have a cookie, but just one each—and not one cobbled together from three broken ones.  They can watch TV, but nothing too racy—Gossip Girl but not 90210, Desperate Housewives but not the Real Housewives of Hollywood, Love Boat but not Fantasy Island.  Talking on the phone is okay, but not for more than a few minutes each.  Ten minutes each.  Okay, twenty but not more than a half hour: I may need to be in touch.  Bedtime is 9 o’clock, and I want you asleep by the time I get home.  If you’re awake and just pretending… Yes, I’m looking at you, Liz.”  At some point, that parent just has to leave.
Moses was readying himself to leave—to die leaving the people to settle the Promised Land on their own.  And it seems to me he came at last to the question of what he wanted to happen.  His answer was this:  “Choose life.”  That the people be obedient was crucial, essential; but the purpose, what was meant to happen, is that they live, together they live.  

Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount seems infused with the same spirit, not to mention the same struggle.  He would be taken by some, of course, to be abolishing the Law.  Having eaten with sinners, having worked on the Sabbath, having defied religious authority and even defiled the Temple, Jesus would be said to be a bearer of God’s grace in such a way that made the Law unnecessary.  It had served its purpose, this Law.  It had gathered a people, disciplined them in life-giving ways, but now was passé—now that we live by grace. This was taken to mean that Christians could do whatever they wanted and rest assured that they were in right relationship with God.

Well, those who’ve said such things seem not to have heard this section of Jesus’ sermon.   Here, it could be said, the Law isn’t shrugged off but made more constricting.  You mustn’t merely behave rightly; you must be righteous.  You mustn’t just obey the Law; you must be perfect as our heavenly Father is perfect.  (Yes, we’re coming to that, next week.)   Right relationship with God and with your neighbor isn’t merely to be obtained through religious observance, even really, really strict observance—not getting angry, not calling a fool a fool, not admiring another’s sex appeal, not getting divorced or remarried, not swearing by anything but relying on plain, honest speech, and moreover cutting off any part of you that causes you to fall short.  These new commandments have been dismissed as hyperbole: don’t take it so seriously, people; Jesus was just saying such things for dramatic effect.  These utterances have been interpreted as Jesus showing us just how hopeless we are at being godly and so just how badly we need him so for us, recognition that should move us to gratitude, though guilt and shame seem more likely effects.  In any case, neither of these strikes me as true; neither of these helps me to inhabit the world Jesus meant to create for us to inhabit.  
I stumbled into silence in trying to come up with something sermonic to say in response.  
I struggled there for a while.  

Ineffable.  That’s the only word that came.  I looked it up.  It means that which cannot be uttered.

*************

Since we’ve started podcasting the preaching that comes from this pulpit, I’ve spent time listening to my own sermons before preaching them.  I write, then I record myself reading what I’ve written, and then I listen to the recording.  It helps me prepare for the actual preaching—to concentrate on how a sermon sounds rather than how it reads.  These are two very different things, after all—listening and reading; so they require different syntax and sentence structure, different word choice and word order.  Eventually, of course, I record the preaching “event,” and I erase the rehearsal to post the preached version.  But what’s really interesting in this whole process, and the reason why I mention it now, is how different the recording of my rehearsal is from the recording of the real thing.  Though the words might be identical, though the voice is yet mine, though you all are inaudible but for when we pray “…and the meditations of all our hearts…” or when you laugh at something that strikes you funny, it’s nonetheless utterly different.  As if the listening, the receiving, can be sensed; as if the Holy Spirit acting to make a simple word spoken into a powerful word creative can be audio-filed.  In fact, two weeks ago I mistakenly erased the wrong version and nearly wept: how could I get a congregation together to enable another preaching event so the podcast sermon might true?  Really, it’s as if the Spirit infusing an utterance with what is ineffable can be transmitted even via podcast.  
*****************
We’re aiming for the ineffable, that which cannot be uttered, and which is either profound for a preacher to say, or is a cop-out.  
The longer I do this preaching thing, the less I mind it when a sermon gets away from me. 
Thanks be to God.  
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