The Word of the Lord

St. Paul not only reminds us but drives home the point quite forcefully that “The word is near [us]”. What does that mean? That we always have access to the Bible? Well, that has not always been true. Accessibility to the Scriptures in St. Paul’s time was confined to a limited few and, remember the time, to those who had a knowledge of Hebrew, which meant those predominantly who were actively involved in Temple or synagogue worship. Even after Christianity became the Primary Religion in Europe, the Scriptures were not readily available to the general public and, basically, it took a Reformation to change that situation. Now, of course, we have access to a multitude of versions of the Scriptures of varying degrees of Scholarship and insight. But to return to the first point, St. Paul was literally talking about THE WORD, in other words, Christ! Not the Scriptures per se. He is telling his readers, and us, that the words of confession that they are, and have been, using in proclaiming the Faith cannot only be said by the lips, but must also resonate in the heart, the soul or spirit. “If you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.” To do any less, to mouth the words without feeling the echo in the soul, is to be hypocritical and a fraud.  St. Paul then quotes Scripture to prove his point, “The Scripture says, ‘No one who believes in him will be put to shame.’”


I feel that it is worthy to note that, from my research and reading, St. Paul does not accurately quote this passage from Isaiah; to his credit and in his defense, however, he would not have had a copy of the Scriptures in front of him to echo, furthermore, what may be hidden from us who are reading both texts in English, he was rendering a Hebrew text into Greek, not an easy feat by any means. What he does accomplish is a rendering that provides the spirit of the original but using slightly different language. I think that this is an appropriate use of Scripture. I’m sure that all of us are familiar with the way some people use the Word of the Lord, more as a club than a prod, a cleaver rather than a scalpel. Scripture, the Word, is meant to inform us and to stimulate us rather than to lay us prostrate. 


It is that spirit that we should come into contact with the Scriptures, and in which we look at the stories, the histories and the anecdotes of the writings, and find them relevant to us! As I have said before, the Scriptures are alive and fluid, and are of consequence; they instruct and direct us in our actions and our motives. With that in mind we can look at the other readings for today and know that these accounts are not merely historical events in times past, but have lessons that impact our lives and our relationships with God and with each other.


The story of the difficulties between Joseph and his brothers (half-brothers really) speaks of both relationships and problem solving. True, the older brothers have seen Joseph as an arrogant pest, who has dreamed that one day they will all bow down to him as he is elevated to a position of authority. When they see him approach, distinctive because of the elaborate cloak that their Father has given him (translations vary in calling it a coat of many colors, a coat with long sleeves or a decorated cloak), they decide to have their revenge for his arrogance; talked out of killing him by the oldest, Reuben, they instead first confine him to a hole in the ground and then sell him to itinerant merchants who apparently are also slave traders. Regardless that they are fulfilling God’s will in the founding of a foreign born ruling dynasty in Egypt, we have to ask ourselves “is that an appropriate way to deal with problems? Is it appropriate to hand those problems over to someone else to deal with while, at the same time, to use lies and deceit (as they do later on with their father) to deny the event? True, Joseph has been a pain, and his self assurance is an irritant, but would not direct confrontation have been the wiser course, telling him that his attitude is causing grief and tension within the rest of the family? 


When situations arise at work, or within families, how do we cope? Do we hand them over to someone else to take care of? Or are we brave enough to approach the situation directly and come to a resolution and a compromise that will defuse the issue? The brothers choose the former course, which led to a grieving father, hard times for them as a family, and finally capitulation to the idea that they had been aware of all along, that Joseph was destined to be their master, and ultimately, their salvation.


The gospel story of Jesus walking on the water also contains lessons for us in finding solutions. First, let me say that I cannot explain how Jesus walked on the water, but then I don’t have to. As Jacob Smith said in last week’s address, this is further proof of the Divinity of Jesus, that as God, he can command the elements that he has created, that he can suspend the laws of Physics and the natural world, and be master of them. The significant aspect of this story is that the Disciples, in the boat, have a problem, they are battered by the storm, and like any logical, well reasoned people, many of whom had been fishermen dealing with the elements all of their lives, their reaction is PANIC. “O help, what can we do? How will we survive?” Reason and common sense seem to be abandoned. Is that how we deal with situations when the storms of life confront and batter our hulls? Do we throw up our hands in distress and abandon all hope? Or do we remember our training and, metaphorically, steer into the wind and the storm, batten down the hatches, reef the sails and ride out the turbulence, having assurance that what we have done will cause the least damage?   Of course, the Disciples’ distress is compounded by the sudden appearance of Jesus beside them but not in a boat! They cannot make sense of it, not knowing completely, as we do, that Jesus is God. St. Peter tries to come to terms with it, only to find himself sinking through the weight of his own doubts. His assurance and his belief will come later, after the events on a certain hill and in a certain cave.


The message and metaphor for us, in this account, is that there will be times of storms and turmoil in our lives (many of us have experienced them already), and most of them have come, or will come, unexpectedly. In the midst of those times, when all seems to be lost, Jesus can make his presence known, he can calm the storm, and he can bring peace and tranquility. We may still have to face the “elements” but having Jesus on our side makes that task less daunting and less of a burden. Learn from the page and messages of Scripture, they are not some dusty document that tell of ages long gone, they are vital and immediate and speak to us all about who we are, and better still, who we should be.
