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I bring you greetings from Luther Seminary, across the river. At Luther Seminary we educate leaders for Christian communities. Our 800 students come from a wide variety of denominations and go out to provide leadership in all sorts of venues.

I teach New Testament there, which means part of my job is figuring out how the Bible is best read and understood in those Christian communities.

So, because of my job, I read the news that maybe some of you skip over. Like news about Bible translations.

Perhaps you heard, earlier this year—the New American Bible translation (a translation authorized by the Roman Catholic Church) is being revised to change a few words whose meaning has shifted since the previous version of this translation was published.

This makes sense. Bible translations are always being revised. And so the 297 times where the word “holocaust” appeared in the old New American Bible will now be changed to read “burnt offerings.” That’s because most have forgotten what the word “holocaust” originally meant. Of course, the word now connotes other things. 

But more noteworthy was the editors’ decision to get rid of the word “booty,” which appears 48 times in the Catholic Old Testament.

This means that King David will no longer enter a defeated city to collect booty. He will collect spoils of war.

Americans no longer understand “booty” to mean what it once did—loot taken from a defeated enemy. Or maybe I should say, these days “booty” means more than it used to.

The point is: biblical words are powerful things. Actually, all words are. And words don’t always mean what we think they mean. What they appear to mean can change over time. So it’s especially important for us to linger every now and then over some of the words the Bible uses to describe humanity—who we are and what God does on our behalf.

What about some of the words in the reading we just heard from Paul’s letter to the Galatians? As he’s pleading with the Galatian churches to recognize what God has done for them through Christ, repeatedly Paul refers to slavery. Paul insists the Galatians had previously been slaves—not to other people, but to supernatural forces, to powers in the world.

So Paul exhorts them not to return to slavery again. He doesn’t think they’re about to return to polytheism or emperor-worship. He’s worried about a slavery that would come from that Galatians’ trying to supplement their salvation with various duties and conditions. 

But is that too much? Can we really be enslaved to forces we cannot see or touch?

Is “slavery” one of those words we should re-translate in future Bible revisions? Does it have too much baggage attached, given slavery’s ugly history, especially in the modern world? After all, it’s a word that has gotten some politicians in hot water lately. Would we do well to find a gentler description of our spiritual lives?

But maybe “slave” is still as unsettling a word as Paul always intended it to be.

What’s our problem, then?—as human beings? According to Paul, our problem runs deep. It’s more than making poor choices. Or that we’re ignorant. Or that we’re selfish. We’ve become slaves.

In Paul’s day, freeborn people didn’t toss around the word “slavery” carelessly. They knew it was a despised condition. When Paul uses the word, he’s trying to grab his readers’ attention.

And for Paul and his contemporaries, slavery wasn’t just an economic or social condition. It was an all-encompassing form of existence.

When Paul tells the Galatians they used to be enslaved—and are in danger of again becoming slaves—he’s speaking about an identity problem.

· The problem with being a slave in the ancient world wasn’t that you were unappreciated. Most slaves were treated as disposable goods, but some household slaves were deeply valued.

· The problem with being a slave wasn’t that you were poor. Again, most slaves were, but so were most people in general.

· The problem with being a slave wasn’t  being subjected to maltreatment and violence. Slaves were, but so were many other people. 

· The problem with being a slave in the ancient world wasn’t that you had no autonomy. Slaves did, of course, but this lack of self-determinism wasn’t the grave offense then that we take it to be in our modern world.

· You see, the problem with being a slave in the ancient world was that you lacked an identity. You had an identity, but it wasn’t your own. Your identity was borrowed, or imposed. You took on the identity of your master. Or the identity of your role in relationship to your owner. You were defined by service. By your utility.

To be a slave to something is to be defined by it. It’s to derive your identity—your understanding of who you are—from something else. To have something else tell you who you are. To suggest that this is humanity’s natural condition would have been scandalous to many of Paul’s readers, just as it is to many of us today.

There are other potentially confusing words in these verses. Paul warns specifically against slavery to something he calls “the elemental spirits.”

What in the world are those? 

Well, I think we know what they are. We just don’t call them “elemental spirits” anymore.

In Paul’s view of the universe, “elemental spirits” were the stuff of the world—actual forces imbedded in our societies and our lives themselves. The things that give shape to the reality we experience. Today we would offer sociological, psychological, political, or maybe still even spiritual descriptions of these forces, this stuff that tells us who we are, and dictates how we act and to what we assign value.

These are the categories that we draw upon when we need a framework to tell us who we are—and who we are not. The forces that organize our lives. That tell us what’s possible for us.

Some of them are imposed by our culture, or our family systems. Others we just create on our own, as we fashion subtle but fierce gods out of our personal values, our morals, our politics.

These are the stories we tell ourselves to keep us comfortable. These are the frameworks we rely on to define where we stand. They are the things that drive our hopes and fears. Our defenses against ambiguity. Defenses we use to elevate or denigrate ourselves. Defenses against God’s desire to be at work among us and offer us new ways forward.

· The elemental spirits that define us today—and enslave us—are our ideologies. They are our “isms.”

· They can be impulses that lead us to preserve institutions and traditions at the expense of people.

· The elemental spirits of our world are the rules that dictate how we get ahead and attain status. Those of you who are students know how this works. Can you draw a map of your school campus that shows where the in-crowd hangs out, and where to find the outcasts? I’m not talking about where the buildings are, I mean how the groups of people are arranged. And can you explain how people make their way into a group, and the rules that tell them how to stay in their place? (At my Northern California high school, it was all about getting to the flag pole. If you could eat lunch with the crowd that hung out near the flag pole. You had arrived.)

· The elemental spirits of our world tell us that competition and individual achievement are the greatest things.

· They tell us to consume rather than cooperate. They tell us that “casual corruption” in the workplace is simply part of doing business.

· Other elemental spirits would insist that every disagreement must produce clear winners and losers.

· The elemental spirits of our world tempt us to value well-formed political positions over compromise and over the good of our vulnerable neighbors.

· They are our lame excuses for never-ending cycles of fear, war, and mistreatment of the poor. (You who are going to represent Westminster on the junior high school mission trip: when you work in different sites, look to see where human need seems to be created—or sustained—by the ways our society organizes itself. Ask the people you meet where the needs they are addressing come from.)

· Paul’s elemental spirits also emerge when we’re tempted by theologies that promise order and definition as the highest value. Instead of living in light of the wild freedom of God.

The point isn’t just that these impulses are part of our lives. They are attitudes and ways of living that actually define who we are. Because they demand our loyalties. In our families. In our neighborhoods. In our businesses. In our churches.

But Paul’s main emphasis in this passage is on the solution: What makes Jesus Christ so central for Paul is that Jesus promises a new way of determining our values and our place in the world. Christ has set us free from the worries, the strivings, and the lies mandated by these spirits.

That means Jesus Christ defines our identity. We are his slaves, and more. As Paul puts it, we are God’s own adopted children.

We’re quite used to hearing that language, aren’t we? We are children of God. That’s baptism language. 

If Paul tells us that the problem is slavery, we might think that the solution should be freedom. It is, but the solution is even more expansive. And more intimate. It’s adoption. Which means the solution is also about identity.

As adopted children of God, Paul says, we don’t just enter a family. We become heirs who expect an inheritance.

Talk about scandalous.

Today we’re a culture way too used to the idea of inheriting things. A great many people inherit wealth and things. Not so in the ancient world. Then, inheritance was a pipe dream. Something for the elite. Inheritance was for heroes. 

A classical scholar named Sarah Ruden has a great book (called Paul among the People) in which she explains how ludicrous it was for slaves—or most people, for that matter—to imagine they might inherit anything at all.
 The prospect was so incredible, so exotic, that it showed up often as a trashy plot line in popular ancient literature—tales about manipulative people trying to weasel their way into inheriting estates from foolish benefactors. It’s the outlandish plotline that lives on as Little Orphan Annie meeting Daddy Warbucks. A peasant who somehow gets made a princess. An ordinary Joe who wins the lottery. (At least, back when there was a lottery.)

So then, what kind of person stoops so low as to give an inheritance to a slave? What kind of God does this?

A number of years ago, a woman in a church I was visiting told me the story of her own adoption. Her name was Judy, and she had been adopted as a child. She learned the circumstances only much later, when she was an adult:

The parents of Judy’s adoptive parents thought that adoption was shameful. It would pollute the family lineage. They warned this couple—the people who became Judy’s parents—that if they went through with adopting this baby girl that they would be cut off—effectively disowned. They did it anyway.

Judy told me about coming to understand the price her parents paid for adopting her. She said, “Knowing the consequences, and the shunning they endured, it has impressed upon me so deeply how much they loved me. And not for anything I had done for them. They simply were willing to choose to make me more important than any other relationship in their lives.”

So when you read in the Bible, or on the cover of the church bulletin, the terms “child,” “adoption,” or “heir”—don’t think of a legal exchange or a transaction. Or mere labels. You’re adopted by God because you are loved.

There’s intimacy in those words.

God has always been about the business of enlarging God’s family.

The book of Deuteronomy describes Moses retelling the story of God’s faithfulness to all the Hebrew people as they stand on the verge of entering the promised land. What’s interesting is that the speech offered in chapter 6, which we heard earlier, occurs about 40 years after Moses had received the law from God on Mount Sinai. Earlier in the biblical story we learn that only Moses and two other people still remain alive from that original generation of Hebrews who encountered God at Sinai. As the biblical story presents it, then, Moses tells this later generation that they—he says “we”—were Pharaoh’s slaves. And the Lord brought us out of Egypt. The Lord gave us the land. The Lord commanded us about how to live rightly.

Moses is clearly wrong. The people he’s talking to weren’t part of the story when all those things happened. They weren’t alive. They weren’t there. Yet Moses is also clearly right—or, he’s speaking of a new reality that’s come to pass. These Hebrews are full participants in those promises. Moses says, it’s as if they themselves were there when God claimed their ancestors as God’s own.

Relationship with this God is participatory. Hearing Moses re-tell the story of God’s law and what it meant to their ancestors, this new generation of Hebrews re-participates in the experience of being claimed by God’s blessings. 

Their identities are pronounced anew by God, who is as near to them in this new setting as God was to their predecessors at the Red Sea and Mount Sinai.

The problem then, as the Bible tells it, is that we don’t know who we are.

Or maybe—it’s that we need to be reminded of who we are.

There’s one more scripture reading for the day.

It’s Revelation 2:17, which conveys a message from Jesus to a persecuted church in the ancient city of Pergamum. Jesus promises this to each person in that persevering community: “I will give [you] … a white stone, and on the white stone is written a new name that no one knows except the one who receives it.”

It’s a great image. A strange image that’s tantalizing to the Left Behind theology. A mysterious image. It’s meant to spark your imagination. It conjures the privileged intimacy that God desires with each of us. 

It’s a reminder that God pronounces your identity. It’s a promise that you are known.  God’s name for you tells you who you are. 

Jesus determines your name. And because he holds it, he tells you what it means. That you’re his. The name won’t ever go out of style. It won’t need to be revised.

Amen.
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