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Last summer Westminster launched a new mid-week worship service. Starting after Memorial Day, each Wednesday evening through the summer we gathered in the Great Hall for 45 minutes of worship. It was very different from what we experience on Sunday mornings, much less formal. We’ll do it again this summer – if we ever get there!

The parable of the sower was the text for our first summer evening service. The plan called for me to say only a few words about the story Jesus tells about a man who goes out to sow seeds, a story Jesus uses as a way to describe how God’s word does – or does not – take root in our lives.  We had asked several church members to read this parable ahead of time and to come that evening ready to talk about a time in their lives when the word had fallen on rocky soil or among thorns, on a hard path, or in good soil.

What happened when they spoke was powerful. They told stories about job loss. About illness and death. About painful personal challenges. They spoke of the seed falling in rocky places and on hard times – and about the seed taking root and growing. They spoke of the struggle to hold onto faith – and they talked about hope and new life. 

All of this, prompted by the parable.

We laughed and wept together that evening as we heard about God at work in the lives of real human beings. The “preachers” had heard the gospel – and then they had climbed into it and brought it to life. 

This is the Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God.  We say that each week and we mean it, because the hearing of God’s Word sustains us. 

If we listen to scripture merely as old words in a faraway era, the Bible quickly becomes irrelevant. But if we let the text speak to us in our time and in our circumstances, however messy and painful they may be, it becomes the Word of the Lord – and we give thanks.

Listen to the words of Psalm 46, for instance, in light of the events in the Arab world in recent days and weeks. As we hear these words, do we not find ourselves spiritually nourished and upheld by one who is sovereign over us?

“God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.

Therefore we will not fear, though the earth should change, 

though the mountains shake in the heart of the sea;

though its waters roar and foam, 

though the mountains tremble with its tumult.” (Psalm 46:1-3)
I have imagined the Christians of Cairo opening their Arabic Bibles and turning to this psalm and “climbing into it and bringing it to life,” as they sought sustenance from the Word of God in the midst of the chaos and hope in the streets.

“God is in the midst of the city;” the psalmist says, 

“it shall not be moved; 

God will help it when the morning dawns.

The nations are in an uproar, the kingdoms totter; 

God’s voice sounds, the earth melts.

The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge.”

(Psalm 46:5-7)

The power of that poetry comes not from knowing the historical context in which the psalmist wrote it, not from a well-written academic analysis of its literary structure, but simply from hearing the words. “How sweet are your words to my taste,” another psalmist says, “Sweeter than honey to my mouth! … Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path.” (Psalm 119:103, 105) 
If the question is, how can we use scripture today? the answer is all around us. We need only open our ears and our hearts and our lives and the words themselves will do the rest. That’s what happened on that warm summer evening as we gathered in the Great Hall. I expect that’s what happened for many in the streets of Cairo over these last days: God is in the midst of the city. God will help us when the morning dawns.

Scripture can crack open the hard shells that life deposits onto us. The texts give us metaphors and images and stories that become tools to free our spiritual imagination. The goal of our use of the Bible ought to be to connect God’s story to ours, so that we – and the world – might reflect God’s intentions for us.

Many of us are lost when it comes to using scripture. It intimidates us. We know the Bible should have some bearing on daily life, but we’re not sure how. We’re skeptical of those who seem to live with the Bible close at hand all the time, applying it to life’s circumstances more freely than we do. We’re suspect of the overuse of scripture to rationalize our behavior. We know the Bible can be used in lots of ways and to justify many different things, some of which we believe do not reflect God’s will. Sadly, in the face of narrow readings of the Bible we often swing too far in the opposite direction, avoiding scripture entirely. 

We need some mid-course correction; a little balance would help.

How can we use scripture today? First we have to get over our tendency to view the Bible primarily as an object of historical curiosity. The scriptures are not akin to an archaeological site. Bible study is not the same as the careful un-layering that takes place in a dig at an ancient location in order finally to discover the “historical facts” that have long lain hidden from sight. Reading scripture is something altogether different.  

The Bible is much more dynamic than a mosaic floor or an uncovered ancient tomb. The fact that someone long ago actually wrote scripture is what makes it unique. Someone wanted to communicate with a reader. Someone wanted to tell of God at work in that time. Reading scripture is a Holy Spirit-inspired intentional conversation started by a writer long ago and now picked up by us, in our time. 

Unfortunately, the Western Protestant tradition long ago settled into a reading of the Bible that insists on first knowing the historical dimensions and literary form of the text. What kind of literature is it? Who could have written it? What was the context in history? What was the socio-economic-political mix back then? 

It's no wonder that people in the pews – and even many preachers – stopped trusting their own capacity to understand and appropriate any meaning from the text. We ceded to academic biblical scholars the task of finding significance in scripture. We put down the Bible and waited for the professionals to tell us what it means. They could, after all, use the tools of critical analysis to try to look behind the text. They could try to look into the text. The rest of us could simply look in front of the text, at our own encounter with what it said to us – and we were conditioned not to trust ourselves.

Peter Gomes says,

“People sense that there may be something in the Bible for them although they are not certain what it is and how to find it, and are fearful of confessing their ignorance in the matter. The answer is not to give these seekers the full benefit of a thousand… years of biblical scholarship. That would be like a thirsty person trying to get a drink of water from an open fire hydrant.” (The Good Book [New York: Avon Books, 1996] p. 182)
So – how can we use scripture today? We can start by trusting ourselves, by balancing the work of the mind and the tools of serious scripture study, on the one hand, with the movement of the heart and the ways that God speaks to us through the Holy Spirit.

There is a form of literary and biblical criticism today called reader response. It doesn’t seek to deconstruct the text, or locate it in history, or focus on who wrote it. It’s not about the author. It’s not even about the text. It’s about the reader. Reader response theory expects the reader to hear the text and respond to it – and to trust that encounter… What do I hear within me, as I listen to this passage of scripture? Where is God speaking to me in my conversation with the text?

Earlier this week I was at a meeting with about 15 other ministers. One of them offered a devotional at the start of our gathering. She told us she would read a gospel passage out loud and asked us to stop her when a word or phrase seemed to speak to us. She read the text slowly. No one stopped her. She went through the passage again, even more slowly. No one said a thing. 

Sitting there, I imagined all those highly-educated, well-read, very-practiced preachers – including yours truly – trying hard to remember our seminary study on the “pericope,” trying to get at something profound to say. Then she read it a third time, even more slowly, and suddenly one of the ministers said, “Stop!” He spoke quietly about what God was up to in his life, prompted by his hearing of the text. Then she read a bit further and another stopped her. That preacher spoke. Then another, as she continued slowly reading. We had begun simply to listen to the words, and our lives were responding. 

Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path.

If we let it, scripture can be for us a thin place where God comes close and the veil between the human and the divine is nearly transparent. In the poetry of the psalmist we can find our hearts soaring. The fierce words of the prophet can stir us to action. The plain language of the Sermon on the Mount can offer an ethic by which we choose to live. 

Even a simple parable, a story about a farmer going out one day to plant his crop, can open us to the power of God at work in our lives. That’s what happened on that summer evening in Westminster’s Great Hall last June. 

The seed in the parable that yields much fruit is the one that falls in the good soil, where it has nutrients and light, moisture and depth to grow. Many of us have so starved the Word of God in our lives that it lands on rocky soil, or among thorns, or on a life so hard that it cannot penetrate. The Word never has a chance in us.

How can we use scripture today?

We could start by lightening up and loosening up a bit, by trusting ourselves and our response to the text, and by not expecting the impossible from the Bible. This is not a magic book; it’s a collection of writings about human beings, like us, about their struggles, like ours, and about their ultimate reliance on God. 

It’s the story, as best we humans can tell it, of God’s love for us and of God’s hope for us – and for our world.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.

 Charge:
Go forth into the world in peace; Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which is good; Render to no person evil for evil. Strengthen the faint-hearted;
Support the weak; Heal the afflicted. Honor all people, Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.
Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.

Prayers of the People – David Liddle– 8:30
God, who has spoken your living word to us in Jesus Christ, and who speaks to us still in the written words of scripture, we thank you for your word which is a lamp to our feet and a light to our path.  By it you show us the way we should go; through it you offer correction when we stray from the path; in it we find your word of life in the midst of death; from it we receive the story of your covenant faithfulness; because of it we can know you and your intentions for us. In scripture you both comfort and challenge us, showing us how to live and love.  

Even though you sow your word among us as a farmer scatters seed, we confess that sometimes we hear the good news of your realm yet fail to take it all in, and it’s too easily plucked from our hearts.  Sometimes we hear it with joyful enthusiasm but the roots don’t go very deep, so when the emotion fades or trouble comes, we have nothing to show for it.  Sometimes we hear the news, but it’s strangled by weeds of worry or our fantasies of getting more and more, and nothing comes of it.

Oh God, help us be good earth for the seed of your word in scripture, for we want to hear your kingdom news so that it sinks in and changes us, so that we can proclaim it in word and deed, producing a harvest beyond your wildest dreams and our most far-fetched imaginings.  

Because scripture bears witness to your loving-kindness and care for all creation, we are bold to lay before you our prayers of intercession for people in need and circumstances that we find confusing or threatening.

We pray for the sick, whether at home, in hospital, in rehab centers or other places of care, that they may know the healing of your Spirit. Today especially we pray for …

For those who grieve losses, whether of a loved one, a relationship, a livelihood, a home or cherished expectation, we pray for comfort, reassurance, shelter and hope.  Especially we remember …

We pray that your intentions for peace and justice will prevail in places of simmering conflict or outright violence:  in the chaos and hope of Egypt and the nations of North Africa; in Iraq and Afghanistan; in the holy lands of Israel and Palestine; wherever human rights are threatened; wherever a few lord it over the many; wherever people are treated as expendable; wherever children suffer—even in our own community.

Gather up all our prayers, O God, whether spoken with my lips or in our hearts.  Continue to teach and inspire us by the words of scripture and by the example of your living word, Jesus Christ, so that the lamp that lights our way and illumines our path may give light to the world, announcing the coming of your reign, where your name will be all in all.  Now, as Jesus taught, so are we bold to pray:  Our Father… 
Prayers of the People – Meghan Gage-Finn – 10:30

Gracious and loving God, creator and preserver of all, the one who welcomes all in love, we pray for people in our community, and for those we do not know, confident that as we let us lift our hearts in faith you hear all prayers and hold close those in need.  Make your purpose be known on the earth and your saving power among the nations.

We pray for the people of Egypt and their new found freedom. We pray for those who maintain peace in that country and the leaders who are charged with overseeing the transfer of power. We hope for continued peaceful demonstrations and that as people of different faith traditions lift their prayers and voices to you, in different languages, that we would find that your Word is still creating and calling all to new life. 

May your Word continually be a lamp unto our feet and a light unto our path. May we be encouraged to study your Good News for us, to let the Scriptures challenge us and convict us to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, befriend the outcast, shelter the homeless, and share your steadfast love with everyone, no exceptions.

Holy God, you gather the whole universe into your radiant presence and dwell among us in Jesus Christ. Bring healing to all wounds, make whole all that is broken, and shed light in every darkness.

We commend to your generous goodness those who are in any way afflicted or distressed, in heart or mind, in body or circumstances. Comfort and assist those who according to their needs. Give them patience to endure suffering and understanding in seeking answers.

We remember those who grieve this day, who feel the painful sadness of the loss of a loved one. We hold fast to the promise of Christ’s victory over death and our eternal rest at home with you. We also lift up to your care those who are in hospital or recovering from surgery: 

Guide our hands and our hearts to be your healing presence and support for those who need care and for those who provide care for others. Still small voice of God, be heard above and below the clamor of the world and let the good news be told and celebrated through our lives. 

Melt us, mold us, fill us, use us to be your instruments of peace, love and justice.


Shape us, day by day, through the cross of Christ your Son, until we pray as continually as we breathe and all our acts are prayer; through Jesus Christ and in the mystery of the Holy Spirit, we pray.  

Here us now as we pray together the prayer your Son taught us saying, Our Father
“How Can We Use Scripture Today?”


Psalm 119:97-106; Matthew 13:3-8, 18-23


Timothy Hart-Andersen
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