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Our seminary professor was determined to deconstruct a Sunday-School understanding of Scripture. It happened in his Introduction to the Gospels class. 

On the first day in the course, at the start of the hour, he walked to his desk at the front of the room and picked up the Bible sitting there. He then made an exaggerated, slow-motion wind-up like a big-league pitcher, and threw the Bible into the air. We all watched it sail up over our heads. The pages fluttered open and flapped. The little book looked helpless as it floated toward the back wall, where it crashed and fell to a heap on the floor, suddenly more vulnerable than it had ever been. There were gasps and murmurs and nervous giggles from the students. 

I later learned that the Bible Baseball routine was an annual ritual in the Gospels intro class. Each year it was not uncommon for one or two students appalled by the treatment of the sacred book to come to their senses and leave seminary before it was too late and they had lost their faith altogether. The teacher retired a few years later. I wondered if he felt as if he had accomplished his mission.

Looking back 30 years later, I am struck by the genius of it all. That one provocative pitch did more to demystify the Scriptures than a semester-full of well-reasoned but less dramatic scholarship. It had to be visceral. We had to feel it, to witness it. We had to see the Bible in its ordinariness, in its simple bookness, to watch its flight from untouchable icon to something much more accessible. 

That jarring encounter with the Scriptures was designed to get us thinking about our sacred text in new ways. It worked; by the end of that term I was madly scribbling in the pages and margins of my Bible – something I never would have done before – arguing with it, challenging it, engaging it as if it were a conversation partner instead of a stern teacher. 

I had read the Bible all my life, but I began to read it with fresh eyes. 

Our faith is inextricably bound up with the Bible. We are a people of the Book. We live by the Book – and we’re not the only ones. A Muslim cannot be a Muslim without the Qur’an. A Mormon cannot be a Mormon without the Book of Mormon. A Christian Scientist cannot be a Christian Scientist without Mary Baker Eddy’s Science and Health with Key to the Scriptures. A Jew cannot be a Jew without the Hebrew Bible. 

And you and I cannot be Christians without our sacred text. How we read and interpret Scripture informs and forms our faith. 

In this morning’s psalm the poet begins with a hymn to the beauty of God’s creation: “The heavens are telling the glory of God; and the firmament proclaims God’s handiwork” – but our knowledge of God is not limited to the natural realm. The psalmist quickly shifts to the other way we know God, and in so doing, offers a profound description of Scripture and its impact on us:

“The law of the Lord is perfect,” he writes, “reviving the soul. The decrees of the Lord are sure, making wise the simple. The precepts of the Lord are right, rejoicing the heart; the commandment of the Lord is clear, enlightening the eyes.” (Psalm 19:8-9)
Law. Decrees. Precepts. Commandment. The written words of the Bible introduce us to a living Word. Scripture is the repository of the memory of the people of God and of the story of their encounter with the divine. Our faith draws from the well that is the old, old story. We don’t invent it; we receive it. 

I’m convinced that part of the malaise in the historic Protestant churches today stems from our abandonment of any serious engagement with Scripture. We tend to shy away from the ancient texts. We don’t know what to do with them. They intimidate us. We think of ourselves as modern or even post-modern people – and Scripture comes from another age altogether. How can we believe it? 

To say, as does the psalmist, that the words of Scripture are “more to be desired than gold, even much fine gold, sweeter also than honey, and drippings of the honeycomb,” to say that makes no sense to us. They’re merely words on a page, are they not? What makes them sacred for us?

That’s the question the seminary professor was provoking by his treatment of the Scriptures: What’s so “holy” about the Bible? It’s a good question, and if we do not have at least a semblance of an answer then our faith will be the weaker for it. At some point in our spiritual journey as Christians we have to come to terms with the Bible. Our faith will atrophy if cut off from the power of the sacred story. 

But it is not satisfying for us simply to declare, as does the bumper sticker, The Bible says it. I believe it. That settles it.  That view of the Bible trivializes Scripture and renders it lifeless. We are thinking, 21st century people; we need a more nuanced way of approaching these ancient texts. 

What’s so “holy” about the Bible? The obvious answer, at first glance, is… nothing. That’s what the new atheists would have us conclude. Authors like Christopher Hitchens and Richard Dawkins and Sam Harris. Harris says, 

“The Bible, it seems certain, was the work of sand-strewn men and women who thought the earth was flat and for whom a wheelbarrow would have been a breathtaking example of emerging technology.’ (Stanley Fish, “Is Religion Man-Made?” New York Times, June 24, 2007)

Harris and the others are right, to a point: it was a far different time when the old texts were written. But they go on to argue that Scripture cannot possibly have any meaning for us, today, because it gets the facts wrong. They want the Bible to be something it is not and to do something it never sets out to do. 

To treat the Bible as a rigidly fixed document that can only be read in one way robs the Scriptures of their power. By acknowledging that the Bible is not perfect and is, in fact, an organic compilation of a variety of types of literature, most of which is not to be read literally, we defang those who work hard at undermining the sacredness of Scripture and pulling the rug out from under our faith. 

What’s so holy about the Bible? Its sanctity stems not from infallibility nor inerrancy nor Scripture’s scientific accuracy. We know too much about the Bible and about ancient times to accept those claims. We should not feel compelled to try to force the Bible to answer questions it was not written to address.  

The “holy” part has to do with the story Scripture tells. The Bible is sacred because it gives us a window through which we can glimpse God. 

The two terms Presbyterians like to use when referring to the Bible are unique and authoritative. The words of Scripture are unlike any other; they bear a one-of-a-kind witness to the nature of God. Their authority comes from both their singular content and their canonical status as determined by the worshipping community over time. Top that off with the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, and we get Scripture that eventually is seen as sacred.

Words have power.

Many of us have just read a remarkable novel as part of the All-Church Book Read. The Book Thief tells the story of an adolescent German girl named Leisel living with adoptive parents on a street named Himmel, or Heaven, in a town near Munich in the midst of World War II. 

The narrator is Death, and he visits the story many times in those years. The counterpoint to death is the life that Leisel finds in words and stories. Having been taught by her father to read, the girl hungers desperately for books. She resorts to stealing; repeatedly climbing in through the window of the mayor’s home to raid his library. 

The book thief and her adoptive family hide a young Jewish man named Max in their basement. The girl reads to him late at night as the weeks turn into months and then into years. Her presence with him and the books she reads keep him alive. She, too, clings to life through the strength of words. Always near starvation, at one point she says to her best friend Rudy, “It’s a shame you can’t eat books.” 

But the book thief does eat them, in a way. How else can she live through the terror of that time and the anguish of her life? I wonder if those words are “sweeter than honey” for her. They are for the prophet Ezekiel. God gives him a scroll on which is written a divine word to the rebellious Israelites – and then, in what is surely one of the most bizarre passages in the Bible, God tells Ezekiel to eat the scroll.  The prophet obeys and eats. He finds the scroll to be – sure enough – “as sweet as honey.” 

Remember the story of the temptation of Jesus in the 40 days in the desert when he is famished? The devil tempts him to turn a stone into beard to satisfy his hunger, which Jesus refuses to do, saying, “One does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.” (Matthew 4:4) 

Words sustain us in ways that bread alone cannot – but some words can destroy. 

Max, the Jew hiding in Leisel’s basement, creates a book for her. It’s the story of The Word Shaker, a fable about the power of words in that time in Germany. A young Hitler plants massive forests of words. The trees grow and great bunches of words hang from their branches, branches into which “word shakers” climb. They shake the words down – ugly words, words of hatred and death – and the people below receive them and consume them. 

The best word shaker of all is a little girl who truly understands the power of words to destroy or to sustain. From a seed formed by a single tear, she plants a new word tree. It grows taller than all the rest; its words are not full of hate, and it cannot be cut down. The girl is joined in that tree by Max, the Jew. The words give them life in the midst of a word-forest of terror and death.

The sweet words of life oppose the ruinous words of humankind – words that oppress, words that exclude, words that violate, words that create despair, words that bring death. 

The prophet Ezekiel, having eaten the scroll, is called by God to confront the Israelites, whose words of disobedience have resulted in their exile. 

“And you, O mortal,” God says to the prophet, “do not be afraid of them, and do not be afraid of their words, though briers and thorns surround you and you live among scorpions; do not be afraid of their words.” (Ezekiel 2:6)
All of us are word shakers. The people of God, with our sacred texts, are given words sweeter than honey, words that revive the soul and rejoice the heart. We, too, are called not to fear the words of the world, words that would destroy, but, rather, to shake down from the tree of life words that defeat death, words that speak in the darkness of the coming light of dawn.

What makes the Bible holy is not a sacred untouchability. We do not worship the Bible. We worship God. 

What makes the Bible holy is the light it reflects, the hope it reveals, the life it offers, the story it tells.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.

Prayers of the People  - Douglas Mitchell

Living God, in Christ you make all things new.  Transform the poverty of our souls with the riches of your grace, and in the renewal of our lives make your glory known to everyone we see.  You have made us for each other.  Redeem us to live together.

We thank you O God for your gift of The Word, your Son Jesus who is the Christ to live among us.  We thank you also for the gift of the words we have in scripture, words sweeter than honey and more desired than fine gold, words that speak to us in ever new ways through your Holy Spirit.  Help us be attentive to the words of scripture and the guidance of people of faith through the years so we may be faithful in the world in which we now live.

Almighty God, in Jesus Christ you taught us to pray, and to offer our petitions to you in his name.  Guide us by your Holy Spirit that our prayers for others may serve your will and show your steadfast love. 
Let us pray for the world…
God of every blessing, we pray for our troubled world.  We thank you that you labor to renew creation, that you seek not to judge but to save, not to destroy but to create.  We hold before you popular movements challenging closed ruling elites in Tunisia, Ivory Coast, Algeria, Yemen, Sudan Egypt and other places. Guide the people to express their concerns peacefully and government leaders to respond peacefully. Nurture moves toward justice and democracy.  We pray for the safety of Christian minorities in these lands and for the peace for all people. Amen. 
Let us pray for the church…

Gracious God, nourish in each of us the truth you have planted by Your word and by Your servants throughout history.  Pour out Your Spirit on us. Make of us the faithful people of God, joined together with you and with our sisters and brothers in this congregation, in this community and around the world.  Amen. 
Let us pray for enemies…

O God, whom we cannot love unless we love our neighbors, including our enemies in any corner of this beautiful and broken world, remove hate and prejudice from us and from all people, so that your children may be reconciled and live together in your peace. Amen. 
Let us pray for the sick…

Merciful God, you bear the pain of the world.  Look with compassion on those who are sick…

We pray especially for ….

…cheer all who are ill in body, mind or spirit by your word, and bring healing as a sign of your grace; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 
Let us pray for those who sorrow…

God of comfort, stand with those who sorrow…

Especially be with …

Let them know with certainty only you can provide that neither death nor life, nor things present nor things to come, shall separate them from your love; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 
Hear our prayers, God of grace as we pray together the prayer that Jesus has taught us, Our Father…
“What’s So Holy about the Bible?”


Ezekiel 2:1-9; 3:1-4; Psalm 19:1-14
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