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A STORY


What do you do when life tumbles in? Where do you turn when what used to be markers and signposts for your life are no longer there? When bad things happen—you lose your job, or your child rebels or you are diagnosed with cancer—where do you turn for some hope, some peace, some joy, some encouragement? 


I don’t know about you, but for me I often turn to this Bible. I know, I know! It’s an old, dated book with strange words and even stranger people. Have you read about Ezekiel lately? A strange man. Perhaps you think that of all the possible resources for us here in Northern Virginia, looking to a dated book such as the Bible seems to be of no value. What does the Bible have for us when life tumbles in? 


I believe that the Bible gives us a story. It’s a story of people like you and me who are struggling with life and its meaning. It’s a story of people who realize they cannot walk this journey alone but need some companionship—human and divine. It’s a story of how some have found ways to use their special gifts in service to others and for the world. It’s a story which thinks not in terms of decades of a single life but in terms of centuries and millennia in the life of this world. It’s a story of a God who creates us out of love, saves us from ourselves and is present with us each moment of our lives. The Bible places my story and your story in a bigger story. And I believe you and I need to hear the bigger story if we are to live our own story. 


Let’s see if one story in our Bible is like our story. A man approaches Jesus. Matthew says he is young (19:22) and Luke says he is a ruler (18:18) and rich (18:23). Mark just says he is a man who runs up to Jesus, kneels before him and asks a question: “Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” (10:17). In other words, how will I be in a position to receive an inheritance in the life to come? Jesus rattles off the last six of the Ten Commandments and each time the rich man says, “Check! I don’t break that one.” “Check.” “Yes.” And so on. 


Then Jesus says, “One thing more—go and come. Go sell what you own, give to the poor . . . then come, follow me.” (10:21). Please read a note in your Bible which points out that the words “the money” is not in your Bible. Jesus simply says, “Go, sell what you own and give to the poor.” This is essentially a call story. We have several call stories in Mark, but this is the only call story in Mark in which the person responds not by following but by going away for he had many possessions. (Don’t we all?) Mark says Jesus loved him.

As the man with many possessions is walking away, the disciples, like him, are shocked. They say, “Whew! We could sure use his donations to keep this organization going! Chase after him Jesus. Don’t let him get away!” And then they ask, “How can anyone get into God’s rule. Then who can be saved?” (10:26). Jesus says, “It’s tough, but for God all things are possible.” 


It’s just a story. We don’t know for sure if it really happened like we read it here, but we know it is true. It’s true because sometimes we are most afraid of what we most need. I don’t think this man is arrogant. I think he is really seeking a story to guide his life. Jesus gives him a story, but it is not the story the man first wants to hear although it’s the story he really needs to hear. 

THE WORD OF GOD


And here we discover the link between this Gospel story and Hebrews 4:12-16. Paul Waddell writes in the Christian Century that “in this story Jesus performs, or enacts, the passage from Hebrews because like the word of God that is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, Jesus’ response penetrates to the very heart of the man. Jesus exposes his innermost spirit, reveals what is hidden and shows the man to himself in a way that he has never known himself before.”


That’s what the living and active Word of God does. God’s Word comes through our ears and eyes and enters into our very life. Sometimes the Word of God is comforting like the voice of the Good Shepherd who calls us by name. Sometimes the Word of God appears to be destroying our life rather than giving us peace and joy and comfort. 


I remember the parable of the family who invited Jesus into their home. It was a small but comfortable home and they were used to it. When Jesus came in, however, he brought a sledge hammer and immediately began smashing wallboard and studs. Dust was everywhere and their house was a wreck. 


“What in the world are you doing, Jesus?” they screamed. “You are destroying our home as we know it.” “Oh,” said Jesus, “I thought you invited me in your home. Well, if all of us are going to live here, I won’t settle for a little bungalow. I’m going to build a mansion here. Isn’t that what you want?”


Well, how will you answer Jesus? It is what we want, isn’t it? We want a mansion. We want to be part of a story bigger than our own story. We are comfortable, however, with our small, cozy home. We don’t like change. We like to say, “We’re good people. We follow the ten commandments.” We didn’t come to Jesus to hear, “Go, sell what you own and give to the poor . . . then come, follow me.” 


That’s what the Bible does. The Bible tells us what we need to hear even when we don’t want to hear it. The Word of God comes when you read or hear the Bible. The Word of God is more than the Bible, however, and we limit this verse from Hebrews if we name only the Bible as the Word of God. The Word of God comes when we, as the man in the gospel story today, come to meet Jesus. The Word of God comes when a group gathers around a text and lets the Holy Spirit speak to us. The Word of God comes in worship during a sermon, a prayer, an anthem, a hymn, a song, an offertory or even a silence. The Word of God comes at your desk on Wednesday morning. The word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword.

Hebrews 4:12-13 has an interesting facet which we lose in the English translation. In the Greek text, these two verses end as they begin, with the Greek word logos, which we usually translate as “word.” Indeed, the word (logos) of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword. And verse 13 ends with, but all are naked and laid bare to the eyes of the one to whom we must render a logos (an account). We begin with the Word of God but end with our word, our account, our response to the Word of God. Fred Craddock observes, “It is as though the writer were a liturgist who concludes the reading of Scripture with, ‘This is the Word of God,’ with the expectation that the readers will respond, not with ‘Amen’ but with their lives.” 2
BAPTISTS AND THE BIBLE


We gather in worship, in Bible study groups, in individual devotional time, at our desk at work, to hear the word (logos) of God which is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword. We respond with a word—an account—of our lives. As Baptists we believe in a free Bible. We affirm the right and responsibility of each believer to hear and read the Bible and interpret it for himself or herself.  When you come each week to Vienna Baptist Church to participate in a Bible study class or to hear a sermon, do not expect in this Baptist church for your teacher or preacher to say, “This is the scripture text and this is the only way it can be interpreted.” 


In case you haven’t noticed, I have some definite views on how to interpret certain Scripture texts, but so do you! I hope my sermons end not with a period but with a semicolon. You might say to me, “Pastor, I don’t agree with you on your interpretation of that part of the Bible. I’ve been reading in Deuteronomy 21:21 that if my son is rebellious and does not obey his father and mother, we can take him outside and the neighbors can help me stone him to death. Pastor, I agree with the Bible on this one. ” 

I would probably advise you of the legal ramifications of your actions, but I would thank you for being a true Baptist because you are interpreting the Bible for yourself. In other words, you finish each Bible study and each sermon with your own word—your own account--because you are free to interpret. You’re a Baptist, for goodness sake! And we know that where there are two Baptists there are at least three interpretations.


I’ve been interpreting the Bible since I learned to read and am so glad that scholars have translated it from the original languages into English. My first Bibles were the King James Version, but the KJV was not the English I spoke. The first Bible I received in a my style of English was Helen Barrett Montgomery’s 1924 translation of the New Testament. Heather West just told us about her today. My parents gave Montgomery’s translation to me as a Christmas present when I was eleven years old. This Bible was in a form of English I could understand—not the Elizabethan English. It had paragraphs rather than the individual verses of the KJV. Montgomery placed headings for the stories and events. I did not know then that she was the first woman to translate the New Testament from Greek to English and have it produced by a publishing house.  


I didn’t know that Helen Barrett Montgomery was a Baptist. Montgomery said in 1922, “We meet as Baptists. We have a great history. We are trustees for great principles. We face great opportunities. We are not sufficiently conscious of our history and the notable contribution we have made to the cause of individual liberty, civil and religious.”

When you study the history of the translation of the Bible into English, you will discover many translators burned at the stake or executed. Why such a big deal over translating words? You will find that when men and women begin translating the Bible into their native language and allowing others to interpret the Bible for themselves, they realize that the Bible is not just talking about what happens in church. The rich man Francis of Assisi hears Jesus’ call to give up possessions and he does. Thomas Helwys hears that we are not to give all of our allegiance to government powers and he is incarcerated and executed. You can read in the bulletin insert for today that before the Civil War the members of the First Baptist Church of Richmond, Virginia, hear the Bible and allow slave members to perform funeral sermons and to lead Sunday prayers. Helen Barrett Montgomery translates the Bible and hears that women have equal rights with men—in government affairs and in the church. It’s dangerous to translate the Bible into a language people can read and understand because they just might interpret the Bible and feel called to fight for change in themselves and change in their world. The Bible can be very dangerous! Indeed, the word (logos) of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword.

The rabbis wondered why the wisdom writer says in Proverbs 6:21, Bind [your father’s commandments and your mother’s teachings] upon your heart always. Usually in the Psalms and Proverbs the Word of God is “in” our heart, not “upon” our heart.  Why is the Torah “upon” and not “in” the heart here? The rabbis say that the poet knows about life. This proverb celebrates that the Lord puts the Word “upon” our heart so that when life tumbles in, when tragedy strikes, when we lose our way, our heart will break. And when our heart breaks, the Word of the Lord which is “upon” our heart will drop “into” our heart and give us what we need. 

I hope that the man with many possessions took the Word of Jesus and kept it on his heart so that when life tumbled in and his “stuff” could no longer give him what he needed, the Word of the Lord would fall into his heart. I hope that as you are here today, that the Word of God will fall upon your heart so that, when your heart breaks, the living and active Word of God will gently stream into your heart and give you what you need. 

1 Paul Waddell, Living by the Word, Christian Century, October 6, 2009, page 18
2 Fred Craddock, New Interpreters Bible, Vol. XII, 54
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