19th Sunday after Pentecost
Sermon 10.23.11
Scripture:	Deuteronomy 34:1-12
		Matthew 22:34-40


A car drives by with this on the bumper, a sticker that tells me, “The Bible says what it means and means what it says.” 
It’s a funny thing to see when sitting down to write a sermon:  “The Bible says what it means and means what it says.”  If that were the case, then what am I doing here? 
But the problem with the assertion runs deeper than my own job security.  After all, it seems based on the premise that the Bible should be read in such a way as to be taken in whole.  All or nothing, take it or leave it: it casts into doubt the task of interpretation.  And here’s the problem—that to read is to interpret.  What’s more, to read in translation—which is how most people read the Bible, in translation—is further to interpret.  In sum, it’s simply impossible, when you take up a book, to put down your mind and your experience, which is to say your personality, and to take up the personality of the writer.  Add a team of translators, scribes, and redactors, as well as a couple thousand of years of history into the mix, as the Bible does, and the puzzle that is the task of reading only becomes more complicated.  
I know what you’re thinking: “Not another sermon on methodology!”  I know what you’re thinking:  “We just sat through one of these two weeks ago.”  But I say, if you have a problem with this, then your problem is with Jesus.  Take it up with him.
It was, after all, a matter of methodology that the Pharisees brought to Jesus when they asked him, “Teacher, which commandment of the law is the greatest?”  It was a matter of hermeneutics, the study of interpretation, that lay behind this question—this question whose very terms the Pharisees themselves probably didn’t agree with.  After all, it assumed that such a judgment could be made; the question assumed that one of the 613 commandments could be deemed greatest of all.  But for the Pharisees, as lawyers, as scholars of the Law, it was policy that the whole of the law was great.  Righteousness was to be found in obeying the whole thing; impossible as it was for many people to pull off, being righteous was dependent on living by the whole of the Law.  Really, for the Pharisees the Law was a matter of “it says what it means and means what it says.”  So, why’d they ask the question?
Incidentally, this is the third question of its kind to be put before Jesus on this day alone.  In the final week of his life now, in Jerusalem, in the Temple, in the eye of the storm that was gathering around him, Jesus was met with test questions from all sorts of people.   The first came when some Herodians teamed up with some Pharisees and approached Jesus to wonder whether it was lawful to pay taxes to the emperor.  It’s important to note that these two groups of men were usually at odds with one another: the Herodians were loyal to the imperial authorities—Herod and the like, and the Pharisees were merely tolerant of the empire while devoted to the Law of Israel.  But, in the cynical tradition of “the enemy of my enemy is my friend,” these two unlikely allies came together to set a trap for Jesus, he whom both groups found scandalous—a scandal to the empire and a scandal to the Temple.  
It didn’t work.  Jesus avoided the trap…
…which some Sadducees got wind of, and so decided to give this a go, too. Sadducees are notable for their belief that only the Torah constitutes sacred scripture.  If it’s not in the Law, which is to say the five books of Moses (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy), then it’s not authoritative; it doesn’t count as revelatory of God.  This means that the concept of the resurrection of the dead, which was first glimpsed in Ezekiel’s prophecy (his valley of the dry bones that are raised once again to live), and was further developed in some of the later works of Jewish tradition, and was an increasingly accepted idea during Jesus’ lifetime, was yet an idea that the Sadducees rejected.  So, they formulated a silly question about what happens in eternal life, essentially setting a trap for Jesus, whom they found scandalous.
It didn’t work.  Jesus avoided the trap…
…which some other Pharisees got wind of and so came to him with this question which itself was provocative:  “Which is the greatest commandment of all?”  And notice, please, that Jesus didn’t say “They’re all important—the whole of the law, which says what it means and means what it says.”  Notice, please, he didn’t say, “It’s all or nothing.  Take it or leave it.”  Notice, instead, what he said, this thing that can hardly be said too many times:  “‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’  This is the greatest and first commandment.  And a second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’  On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.” 
A hermeneutic of love: this is one legacy Jesus left us with.  And I suppose it pales in comparison to some of the others—legacies such as courage in face of death, integrity in face of temptation, faithfulness in face of betrayal, hope that overcomes fear and dread.  I suppose the question of how to read scripture seems dull compared to the question of how to live.  But it does come up, always underlying whenever we gather to hear these old words once again, and sometimes even outright.  
Not long ago someone asked me point blank how I read scripture, and to be honest I was confused by the question, I didn’t have an answer.  Then I took a look at our church website and found one, this which states how we do: “We regard scripture as authoritative, one source of revelation in our lives.”  Now I take a listen to Jesus, in the last week of his life, yet still enduring with grace, and am reminded of another—that everything we read among the law and the prophets, and now among the gospels and the epistles, should be interpreted by love.  Our love for God, which is God’s love for us returned to God; our love for one another, which is God’s love for all in creation: every jot and tittle should be read in love for the sake of love.  
Some passages will, of course, lend themselves easily to this.  Others will be what’s come to be called “texts in travail”—the sorts of things we wrestle with, Jacob-like; the sorts of things we will not let go of until they bless us.  One thing I know, having done this almost every Sunday morning for the length of my life, we are blessed when it’s easy and blessed when it’s not.  
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