BIBLE SUNDAY Yr C 2010
Sidmouth Eucharist

Isaiah 45.22-25; Romans 15.1-6; Luke 4.16-24

‘"When I use a word," Humpty Dumpty said, in a rather scornful tone, "it means just what I choose it to mean - neither more nor less."’
‘Order my steps by your word,’ says the psalmist.
There was a photo in my newspaper last week showing David Cameron and Nick Clegg sitting at a table eating lunch with some children in the depths of Nottingham. The caption underneath read: ‘Both leaders said that they had eaten their own words on promises made to the country when they were not in power.’ So the photo was a pun, a play on words.
‘Words, words, words, I’m so sick of words!’ exclaims Elisa Doolittle in My Fair Lady. 
Words are funny things – powerful, mysterious, trivial, hurtful, calming, reassuring, healing, destructive and so on and so on… Words these days are processed, they have become industrialised. I’ve used that very process to create this sermon via Microsoft’s Word programme.

Words form language and language enables us to communicate and to understand the world we live in. So there is a real sense in which words and our ability to use them is one of the key things that mark out our humanity. Words enable us to think and to reason.
Humpty Dumpty is of course right up to a point. Meaning is not static, words and the way they are used change according to who uses them and in what context, sometimes even turning the sense on its head. ‘Wicked’ when used by teenagers can mean ‘good’, ‘cool’ can mean ‘hot’.

Here is some of the background, then, as we reflect today, Bible Sunday, on the Word of God. We are, along with the other Abrahamic faiths, above all people of the Book and how we respond and relate to the Bible is really crucial to our life of faith and what it is to be a Christian. But the background I’ve sketched should alert us to the fact that this is not an entirely straightforward business.

It’s often been pointed out that the Bible begins with God speaking the words that bring creation into being. ‘God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light.’ Just as Isaiah tells us in today’s OT reading a word goes forth from the mouth of God and does not return to him. This is a way of saying that God’s word is powerful, it is effective, it is not uttered in vain, it does what it says. Word and meaning are one.

It’s been noted too that St John’s Gospel opens in a way which deliberately echoes that opening account of creation in Genesis, when the evangelist writes, ‘In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God…All things came into being through him… and what has come into being in him was life and the life was the light of all people’ 
So God’s word is powerful, it effects what it means, and it means light and life. And this Word, Christians say became flesh and dwelt among us. That’s the remarkable claim we make. The Word of God has effect and meaning in Jesus Christ. 

So we say, if you want to understand God you must come to Jesus, his living Word. Jesus’ life death and resurrection define for us the Word of God. He communicates the very nature of God to us in a way that we can understand but, like any other word, has an element of mystery and elusiveness about it. 
So we want to say as Christians that if you want to know about God, if you’re serious about the spiritual life you must encounter the word of God in the Bible and the Word of God in Jesus. Neither of those words will be easy to interpret but they will help you to grow, they will change you and shape you. 

And as you become more and more acquainted with the words of Scripture and the person of Jesus you will come to a deeper understanding of yourself and of the world and that will in turn draw you closer to God. It will also have another effect. 

In the letter to the Romans today we hear Paul quoting the Hebrew scriptures ‘as it is written’, he says. On Friday I read from that same letter but in a marvellous translation made a long time ago by J B Phillips, and he translated that little phrase, ‘as it is written’ by ‘some of us know the truth of that ancient text’. 

There you have it. By living with God’s word of Scripture and interpreting it through the life of Jesus, which is what Paul came to do, you arrive at truth. The Word of God reveals truth and you discover that truth by letting it inform your life. There is no other way. You can’t prove it by logic or mathematics, you prove it by experience.
So in the synagogue at Nazareth Jesus reads from Isaiah and then says, ‘today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.’ In other words, you are experiencing the truth of this now, in me and in what I’m doing. That’s why he goes on to talk about the things – the miracles – he has done elsewhere. These are the experiences which bear out his words. Like God, Jesus speaks and things happen.

So when we pray with the psalmist, as we have done this morning, ‘order my steps by your word’, we are asking God to make his word true in our experience. The meaning of words is in their use, in their context. So we ask God to show us the meaning of his Word in the context of our own lives. That’s how its truth will be revealed both to us and to other people. 
It’s that experience that we bring with us today, whatever it might be, much or little. And we hear more scripture, reflect on it through the preaching and experience again the presence of Christ in the bread and wine of the Eucharist. So we experience the Word of God not just in the silence of our hearts but in the context of the Christian community. This too modifies our understanding and tempers what might otherwise become an idiosyncratic view of God and his truth. It is another – and necessary context – in which to discover and hone the truth of what God is saying to us, what he means.
And then we take all that experience into the world and test it there as well. It’s as we share God’s word in the public place both as individual Christians and as a Church that it takes on new meaning and shape and power. That’s when we discover what it means to say that we are anointed to bring good news to the poor, proclaim release for captives and give sight to the blind. 
The meaning of a word is in its use. Bible Sunday is an encouragement to us to keep discovering new meaning in the Word of God as scripture and in the person of Jesus Christ by testing its truth in our personal lives, in the life of the Church and in the life of our world. If we try honestly and earnestly to do that we shall be making the Word flesh here and now. We shall speak of God not only in words but also in actions which bear out the truth of what we say in the context of our particular lives. 
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