9th Sunday after Pentecost
Sermon 7.22.10
Scripture: 	Genesis 18:16-33, 19:15, 24-25, 27-28
		Luke 11:1-4

This week was crowded with news stories that boiled down to too many people saying too much too soon—an increasingly common thing in our culture of talking and blogging and call-in broadcasting from 24-hour news stations.  Shirley Sherrod, the one originally accused of causing the offense, is the only one who came out with any decency intact—she who seems to have decency to spare.  The rest of us seemed soiled by all the talk.
This was the context of my being so struck by the brevity of Jesus’ prayer.  Shorter even than what we pray as the “prayer Jesus taught his disciples,” this is only five lines long: five petitions, or, depending on how you hear it, five affirmations.  Mary Kate has highlighted this grammatical possibility in some of her poetry.  Others do it less gracefully in the form of scripture commentary—that something is assumed in these statements, and it is either “Please” or “You:” “Please give us each day our daily bread,” or “You give us each day our daily bread;” “Please forgive us our sins for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us,” or “You forgive us our sins for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us;” “Please do not bring us to the time of trial,” or “You do not bring us to the time of trial.”  Something here is assumed, so the prayer has us either petitioning God for what Jesus helps us recognize we need from God or affirming what’s true about God as Jesus revealed.  It’s a good prayer either way.  So, maybe we should pray it both ways, alternating—one time imagined as petition, the next imagined as affirmation.  
That said, simple and clear, I should admit also that, even in spite of the brevity, Jesus manages (as usual) to confound—or at least to confound me.  “Hallowed be thy name.”  What does this mean?  “Hallowed be thy name.”  
Of course, it’s easy enough to break it down literally.  To hallow is to respect or set apart as holy.  So, this is either a petition that God’s name is to be set apart from all other names, from all other words even, to be reserved as holy; or it’s a confession that this is already, and moreover eternally, true—that God’s name is holy and set apart.  This latter point points to the tradition among some Jews even today not to name God’s name, which they might even say is unpronounceable anyway.  Denoted in scripture, “YHWH”, really, how do you pronounce that?  Rendered as “The Lord,” YHWH might resemble a puff of breath, a puff of the breath that is the breath of life—and as such a name too powerful to name.  As if a magical spell, it contains more power than any one person should have.  (It’s no coincidence, of course, that “spell” and “spell” share a word.  This is the magic, the power, of literacy.)   But, if it’s a petition, it’s a strange one to set before God since, presumably, it isn’t God who might “de-hallow” God’s own name; presumably it isn’t God who would desecrate this divine spell.  Certainly it’s a risk that God’s name would become profane, but surely God wouldn’t be the one to make it so.  “Oh, God!”  Aren’t we the ones because of whom this is a profanity—if an increasingly acceptable one…?
Hmm.
The question most people ask in response to the story of the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah is this: what did they do?  Fearing that others, or even we, might suffer the same fate, we’re a bit desperate to know: what did they do?  Well, I’m sorry to say it’s nowhere made entirely clear.  Many of the prophets have an answer.  Isaiah implies that Sodom and Gomorrah were quick to worship right and slow to live right, and he urges the people to sacrifice fewer bulls and instead to “cease to do evil, learn to do good; seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for the widow.”  Jeremiah’s thinking was similar, seeing that even the prophets of Jerusalem commit adultery and walk in lies, strengthen the hands of evildoers, so that no one turns from wickedness.  “All of them have become like Sodom to me, and its inhabitants like Gomorrah.”  Ezekiel is even more straightforward: “This was the guilt of your sister Sodom: she and her daughters had pride, excess of food, and prosperous ease, but did not aid the poor and needy.”
One thing seems clear, this story isn’t about homosexuality.  Unlike the word “spell,” whose double meaning serves to enlighten—each side of the equation enriched by the other, the double meaning of Sodom confuses.  The fact that the name of this ancient city came to be the name a sexual act that is often a homosexual act is the result of lazy reading and confused thinking—the sort of thinking that will conflate homosexuality and a rioting mob as having something essential in common.  For this was at least one aspect of the wickedness of the city—this which came to pass during the night when these two men, these two angels, had come into the city.  
Abraham’s cousin, Lot, who was a resident of Sodom, had met them at the city gate and had insisted that they stay at his house.  They had come to inspect the city for themselves on behalf of the Lord, for the Lord had heard the outcry against Sodom and had decided, “I must go down and see whether they have done altogether according to the outcry that has come to me.”  They had earlier that same day visited Abraham to deliver a message to him and Sarah that together they would have a son, a message that made Sarah laugh only later to bear a son whom she named Isaac, which is to say “laughter.”  And now they had one more errand to do on behalf of the Lord.  And so it was that these two men, along with their hosts, Lot and Lot’s family, all settled in for the night—only later to be awoken when the men of the city (young and old and every last one) surrounded the house and called to Lot, “Where are the men who came to you tonight?  Bring them to us, so that we may know them.”   
Now, this of course we hear as having sexual connotation—to know someone, to know someone indeed in the biblical sense.  And since everyone in the scenario is a man, it more specifically has homosexual connotation—and not only a connotation but also a condemnation.  Lot did, after all, say when he’d stepped outside, “I beg you my brothers, do not act so wickedly.”  And then, to appease the mob’s ferocity, he said, “Look, I have two daughters who have not known a man; let me bring them out to you, and do to them as you please.”  
But you know, it’s not so conclusive that the mob’s urge to “know” these men is about a sexualized show of force.  It might be.  But listen to this.  The Hebrew word in this verse is yada, which I think is only coincidentally the word that the sitcom Seinfeld made famous as a euphemism for sexual activity.  “We went on a date.  Yada yada yada.  Now he hasn’t called.”  What isn’t a coincidence is that this is also the word the Lord God uses when speaking of having chosen Abraham.  “No, for I have chosen (yada) him, that he may charge his children and his household after him to keep the way of the Lord by doing justice and righteousness; so that the Lord may bring about for Abraham what he has promised.”  In sum, what the Lord has done to Abraham to begin fulfillment of the promise of righteousness and judgment, the men of Sodom have gathered to do to the angels of the Lord which causes an outcry and is a great sin.  And while it’s nice to think that there’s a big difference between being chosen by God for the purpose of righteousness and justice and being chosen by a mob for them to devour you, both are experiences of being overpowered, of being exposed and stripped and “known.”  On what terms, then, do we allow God to get away with this?  What terms might be established that there will indeed be a world of difference between God overpowering you and a mob overpowering you? Really, what’s the difference between a merciless mob who is indiscriminate in their use of force and an almighty God whose force is all the greater?
When Abraham came near to the Lord to ask him, “Will you indeed sweep away the righteous with the wicked?” he was basically asking this.  And it seems God had some inkling that Abraham was the sort of man who would dare to ask God such a thing.  No doubt, this is why the Lord God asked himself, “Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do?”  More importantly, if might well be why he chose Abraham in the first place and then did tell him his plan—to punish the city from which so great an outcry of unrighteousness and injustice had come to him.  Really, he might well have known, and even have wanted, Abraham to challenge his closed system of punishment in proportional response to crime; he might well have wanted someone to push Him for an intrusion of divine grace.  
If we’re uncomfortable with the idea of a man approaching God with a better way, we can rest assured at least that we’re not the first ones to be.  Really, if you’re uncomfortable with the power dynamic of a mere mortal leading the Lord God in a better way of responding to human ugliness, prepare yourselves to be even more uncomfortable.  For the earliest manuscripts of this story have it not that “Abraham remained standing before the Lord” before asking him, “Will you indeed sweep away the righteous with the wicked?”  Instead, they have the Lord standing before Abraham, as if Abraham has called a meeting with the Lord, as if Abraham is someone to whom the Lord is accountable.  But, perhaps like us, early scribes were, apparently, uneasy with this because they switched it so Abraham would be remembered to have stood before the Lord.  What can’t be changed, however, is that Abraham does indeed bear forth a new theological possibility: while the Lord seems rather simply to have accepted a closed structure of reality (cause, effect; cause, effect), Abraham suggests that perhaps God would value the righteous more than crave the destruction of the wicked; and moreover that the presence of the righteous might even save the wicked.  It’s viral infection in reverse: a little bit of good might redeem all the bad.
Well, the story is careful later to state that every man in the city—young and old and all in between—gather in the mob that threatens Lot’s home and visitors.  This is to say, there are no righteous men there; there are no people who might redeem the city in the way Abraham argued might be possible.  But that’s really beside the point.  The logical conclusion of Abraham and the Lord’s back-and-forth is that the slightest good is better than the most widespread wickedness is bad: the slightest good is better than the most widespread wickedness is bad.  The theological germ that Abraham planted in the heart of God is that the giving of grace is more to be enjoyed than the doling out of righteous punishment: the giving of grace is more to be enjoyed than the doling out of righteous punishment.  And he did it with this phrase, twice used: “Far be it from you to do such a thing, to slay the righteous with the wicked so the righteous fare as the wicked.  Far be that from you!”  This is the same phrase that is elsewhere translated, “…that your Name should not be profaned!”  Walter Brueggemann writes, “That is, Abraham urges that such a practice is unworthy of the holiness of God… If God should act in such a calculated and closed way, he diminishes and jeopardizes his own holiness.  Thus, Abraham forges a link between the compassionate justice of God in his dealing with human history and God’s holiness in his own claim to be God.  “Far be that from you!”  “That would be to profane your own Name!”  “Hallowed be thy name.”
When we pray the prayer Jesus taught us to pray, we’re praying as Abraham did—Abraham who needed God to be God.  Living as he was in a brutal, violent world, he needed God to be God.  Living as he was in a world in which retributive justice would have fire and brimstone rained on everyone’s head, he needed God to be God.  Living as we do in this troubled, dare I say sinful, world, we likewise need God to be God—interventionist with compassionate justice, interruptive with almighty grace.  And, though terribly bold, it’s also fine to pray such a thing before God as if he might forget.  For it was in remembering Abraham that the Lord delivered Lot—someone undeserving on his own, someone who offered up his own daughters for the gathering mob to “do to them whatever you please.”  It was in remembering Abraham—“Do not profane your own Name!”—that the Lord saved others.  And so, we might well remind the Lord to remember Abraham and to hallow the Lord’s own holy and unnamable name.  For we do indeed need God to be God—the Holy One in our midst who comes not in wrath but in compassion, warm and tender.  
And it works.  According to the arc of scripture, it does work.  It didn’t for Sodom or Gomorrah, we must recognize.  Like Abraham, we should stand before the destruction that is (sad to say) possible and that’s also (sad to say) not too hard for us to imagine—land going up in smoke as if from a furnace.  We must stand before the falleness of our world and remember ourselves that we need God to be God.  And God will be God—for the same overthrowing (haphak in Hebrew) the Lord is said to have done in regard to these two ancient cities, the Lord is said also to have done in regard to Jerusalem according to Hosea in the passage we used as a call to worship.  But this time, it’s rendered not “overthrow” but “recoil within”—as if to draw a picture of God holding the punishment that’s well past due within God’s own heart.  Again, Mr. Brueggemann: “This does not mean that God is indifferent or careless or no longer concerned about guilt, but that he turns those passions upon himself for the sake of the world.”
This is the God we need amidst a world that will justify its own destruction if we’re merely to get our just desserts.  This is the God we need in order for there to be any hope of a new beginning amidst a history of so many seeming dead ends.  This is the God we need, and this is the God Abraham prays for and Jesus teaches us to pray for.  Most of all, this is the God whom Jesus manifests when taking on the sin of the world—hanging from the cross and being laid in a tomb, then to return to us in forgiveness with these words, “Peace be with you.”  
Thanks be to God.
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