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It is more or less a given, by convention if not by 
conviction, that one must have a biblical text for a sermon. 
Sometimes the text is more than that, utterly absolutized. 
Often it is a lot less than that, a text read but not taken 
seriously. The text is a given, nonetheless, in the churches of 
the Reformation. It is a given that requires, in our time, a 
fresh consideration. 

THE DOMINANT SCRIPT 

The requirement of a fresh reconsideration is (1) because of 
our awareness, fresh awareness, of the problematic of the 
text with reference to historical questions; (2) because the 
text is seen to be laden with deep ideological force that is 
dangerous; and (3) because our church situation is now so 
greatly pluralized that the claim for this particular text-even 
in the church-is not obviously normative, as the slippage 
between text and gospel seems wide and gaping. 

The text is problematic enough-historically and 
ideologically-that we might do better to leave off the text 
and go with "experience," what George Lindbeck terms 
"experiential-expressive" modes of discourse! Except that it 
readily becomes obvious that when the church works from 
its experience-or, worse, from the experience of the 
preacher-things very quickly become thin, boring, and 

predictable, perhaps too congenial or alternatively too angry 
and coercive, depending on the preacher's "experience." Any 
large vision of saving transcendence, moreover, devolves 
into the family or tribe, either in blase comfort or in militant 
crusading, either way with a very low ceiling. The failure of 
such thinness makes clear that we need a text that addresses 
us inscrutably, from beyond us, beyond the low ceiling of 
the congregation and the short horizon of the preacher. 

If we cannot get along without a text, should we not be 
candid enough to say that we already have a text? We 
already have a text that we bring to church and carry home 
with us. We may characterize that hidden, powerful, 
authoritative text in various ways, here all critical if not 
polemical. It is the text of the Enlightenment, of modernity, 
that received its decisive articulation within decades of the 
final edition of Calvin's Institutes. The turn of the 
sixteenth-seventeenth centuries-in Hobbes, Descartes, 
Galileo, and Locke-worked an incredible gain of 
emancipation in western culture, a knowing revolt against 
superstitious traditionalism in the church, a rejection of the 
kind of absolutism that still operates in the "religious wars" 
of our own time, that produced the Thirty Years War and 
rendered Europe bloody. This new, emerging text, 
culminating in the immense rational powers of Immanuel 
Kant, was perhaps a gift from God and was received as such 
by its formulators. 

That text has become an unquestioned, normative narrative 
that has permeated western consciousness, of believer and 
nonbeliever alike, with reasonableness and autonomous 
freedom. It is, however, a huge leap from the reasoned 



intentionality of the formulators of that text to the present-- 
tense derivations and extrapolations now so forceful among 
us: 

Do I go on too long with this? Do I overstate? I take so 
much time, because I believe this text that we already have-
which is dangerous to criticize in public-is deep in the 
church and in our listening apparatus. The power of this text 
shows up in an excessive theological conservatism that has 
transposed fidelity into certitude, and that believes that if we 
go deep enough we will find certitudes that are absolutes 
about morality as about theology, as though somewhere 
there are rational formulations that will powerfully veto the 
human ambiguities so palpable among us. The power of this 
text also shows up in overstated theological liberalism in 
which every woman and every man is one's own pope, in 
which autonomous freedom becomes a fetish and all notions 
of communal accountability evaporate into a polite but 
innocuous mantra of "each to her own." 

THE TEXT LOST 

In the presence of that powerful, extrapolated text of 
Enlightenment autonomy, we become aware of how feeble 
the biblical text has become among us. Likely we should say 
that in the Bible we had a text for preaching; but it was 
largely, unwittingly lost among us and has stayed largely 
lost. In the interest of the recovery of that text, we may 
reflect on how we lost it. 

We have lost the text, in a measure, because we have wanted 
to press the text to yield dogmatic certitudes that it does not 

offer. The playfulness of the text has left things too open-or 
as we say, "polyvalent"-for our comfort. That playfulness, 
openness, and ambiguity were consequently made to yield to 
a scholastic pattern of conclusions that make the text almost 
too predictable and familiar to bother with. 

We have lost the text, in a measure, because, like Uzzah in 2 
Sam 6:6, we touch the ark; we get too close to its 
inscrutability. Or, like the janitor in I Kgs 8:9, we have 
looked into the ark and discovered it was empty, except for 
the tablets of Torah. We have become critically knowing and 
busy with explanation. Our loss has come with "historical 
criticism" to which we all, in one way or another, are 
committed. The project of historical criticism began with an 
attempt to place and locate texts in context, believing that 
context illuminates text. But the project went on to make 
the text congenial to modem rationality, with the dismissal 
of inconvenience through glosses, the slicing into sources 
where the tension offends, all of which culminates, for 
example, in the Jesus Seminar. The outcome, of course, is a 
respectable text, one emptied of its unfamiliarity. 

We have lost the text, in a measure, because we have become 
knowing and technologically competent, and one cannot 
build public greatness on the foundation of an irascible 
Holiness who subverts. Our controlling power and self-
confidence have come to require a text not so disruptive, 
either this one smoothed to management or another one in 
its place. 

We have lost the text, in a measure, because we have become 
self-- sufficient and affluent, and we no longer need to be 
reminded of the more dangerous powers that still float 



around in our bodies and in the body politic. Self-sufficiency 
makes the primal categories of this text not only an 
unwelcome disruption with its talk about gifts, wonders, and 
obedience, but so remote that it sounds like a language we 
do not know and do not intend to learn. We are long aware 
of tales from the "mission fields" in Africa where it was so 
difficult to do "mission" because the tribes have no 
vocabulary for grace or atonement or whatever. Mutatis 
mutandis, we, in our technological affluence, have no 
vocabulary for "presence" or "holiness" or "discipleship." And 
the preacher chatters on in a foreign tongue. 

We have lost the text, in a measure, because in our moral 
earnestness we have willed that the text should be relevant; 
by twists and turns of a thousand kinds, we have helped the 
text speak directly to us concerning our passionate 
convictions about sexuality, money, capital punishment, 
abortion, the Panama Canal, and whatever-a text now 
speaking to us in cadences that sound strangely like our 
own. Because the text is not so immediately interested in 
our burning contemporary crises, I think sometimes the text 
finds us not very interesting at all. 

We have lost the text, in a measure. I have, by inference, 
been characterizing the text itself as the antithesis of each of 
these dimensions of loss. That is, the strangeness of the text 
itself illuminates the reasons we have scuttled it. With the 
inchoate recognition of loss, moreover, we hold conferences 
like this one on the recovery of the text. We may consider, 
at the beginning, what would happen if we set about the 
recovery of the text in ways that: 

moved past fascination with our own experience, 

moved past packaged certitudes familiar to us, 

risked unlearning much that we have known too long. 

RECOVERING THE TEXT 

I suggest that recovery entails and produces: 

(1) A deep and inescapable awareness of how this text, and 
the life it fosters, lives in deep tension with the dominant 
text of the global market, a tension to be entrusted to those 
who speak and listen to this text. 

(2) An openness to a text that resists reduction and 
explanation, that traffics in metaphor, image, tease, and 
possibility, but that is short on conclusions and directives. 

(3) A hosting of the seething, unrelieved ambiguities hidden 
deep within human life that operate with enormous leverage 
among us. The seething ambiguities have now been 
channeled into "counseling," an important legacy of Freud 
who did not flinch from that which was denied. 
"Counseling" as a pastoral chance is surely important; as we 
practice it, however, it remains mostly unconnected to the 
public realities. We have arrived where we can scarcely 
acknowledge the unresolved ambiguities that characterize 
our life, public and personal. 

(4) A quality of danger and risk, danger when people sense 
the tension with another text, danger to the one who speaks, 
expressed not uncommonly as anger. Beyond that, this 
danger of openness stops short of resolution; it is the danger 
of acknowledging and living with ambiguous claims. 



(5) A readiness to be less relevant to the presenting 
problems of the day, for in truth this text gives little directly 
to such questions but cuts underneath to where the hidden 
issues of density hover, to the places where we redecide 
about trusting, doubting, giving, and resisting. 

(6) The loss of the "moneys of certitude"-the ones who 
gladly pay to be reassured that the troubles are all in fact 
contained-because such moneys do not respond easily to 
textual proclamation that is polyvalent, open, and 
subversive. A wager can be made that those relieved to have 
their lives opened by such a recovered text will, in immense 
generosity, outgive the loss of the moneys of certitude, but 
one never knows. That is, the recovery of the text likely 
brings with it a deprivileging and the need to find a new set 
of friends, as did Jesus with his circle of "publicans and 
sinners." 

THE PLOT OF THE TEXT 

I want now to consider the large plot of this text to be 
recovered among us, a text that questions the dominant text 
of our culture, a plot that tells radically against the plot of 
modern consumerism. I understand and acknowledge the 
risks in such a large plot, because the text is enormously 
variegated in its detail and nuance. To suggest such a large 
plot is for me to think too much like a theologian, or 
perhaps to echo too much the so-called "Biblical Theology 
Movement." Nonetheless, in this company such a suggestion 
seems inescapable. 

I take recourse to Martin Buber and Franz Rosenzweig to 
speak of creation-covenant-consummation as an ordered 
account of faith, of the large way in which faith sees the life 
of the world. Of course, that plot line is too simple, too 
clear, and too coherent for the vagaries of daily life, the 
vagaries of the text, or the detailed nuance of careful 
reading. But, provisionally, the task of the preacher is to lead 
the church in situating its daily life-with all the ambiguities 
present and not to be denied-in this sweep. The plot of 
creation-covenant-consummation that the preacher works 
day by day, week by week, and text by text situates lived 
human crises in relation to large evangelical claims-the 
linkage between the immediate and the deep. It also links 
the detail of our life to the presiding God, intimately 
connected to but not domesticated by the truth of our daily 
existence. 

Creation is the claim of the text that the life of the world is 
bounded by the self-giving generosity of God. As deep and 
as far back as we can go, we will find that generosity. We 
cannot push beyond, will, or imagine our life outside the 
arena of Holy Generosity. 

Creation-covenant-consummation yields a sweeping 
metanarrative to which the preacher bears witness. But Israel 
will not lie. It knows about this other triad of idolatry-
absence-enemies; it knows about this other triad even as do 
we and as do the ones who attend to our preaching. Thus it 
is the case that preaching is not only a championing of this 
metanarrative that makes sense and gives coherence to daily 
vagaries, but preaching is also wrestling with the 
problematic in candor. The outcome, moreover, is not 



always clean, unscarred, and without ambiguity. The 
recovery of the text is in the interest of both the large 
coherence of metanarrative and the candid engagement of 
the problem left by that metanarrative and by our life in the 
world. In what follows, I consider three aspects of the large 
claim as it functions as countertext, as text counter to the 
dominant text. 

MEMORY AGAINST DOMINANT AMNESIA 

The recovery of the text is in order to mediate a memory of 
generosity in the face of a dominant text of amnesia. 

The dominant text of our culture is one that is 
programmatically committed to amnesia, because what is 
past is over and done. This commitment to "technical 
reason" means that the lively retention of lore as a way of 
embedding the present in the past and importing the past 
into the present is a devalued and delegitimated project. 
Henry Ford, a great practitioner of modernity, famously 
opined, "History is bunk!" Ronald Reagan, after him, led a 
parade of deniers whose defense of their shabby present was 
a dismissive "I cannot remember," that is, I am unable to 
remember, I do not want to remember, I refuse to 
remember. Such a posture leaves the present unembedded 
and necessarily thin. Amnesia renders the human 
community lean and without resources, unprotected from 
the past, and left with the need to invent and reinvent 
endlessly. A nonremembering "user" of present-tense data 
never has the finger far away from the "delete" button; what 
was vanishes completely. 

The recovery of this text, with its rootage in the generosity 
of the Creator, gives the preacher the task of mediating the 
past as both resource and as problem for the present. While 
the past given by the text is variegated, here I consider only 
one dimension of that past, namely, the memory of Israel 
that is saturated with miracle, wonder, wondrous deeds, 
mighty acts. The past that Israel celebrates is a collage of 
remembered transformations that attest that the world is 
open to generous, inexplicable transformation. 

Israel concedes nothing to such technical reason. It proceeds 
in lyrical, poetic, narrative, imaginative modes of discourse 
to give testimony that refuses the monitoring of modernity. 
Thus preacher and congregation, from the outset, proceed in 
a very different and odd rhetoric; the task of communication 
consists in willingness to use rhetoric that modernity (in the 
form of historical criticism) can hardly tolerate. One may 
suggest that in entering into liturgy and preaching one 
agrees to engage a world of alternative discourse that 
bespeaks a "world" alternative to the world of technical, self-
sufficient management that remembers nothing. 

The recital of miracle that constitutes Israel's past has, of 
course, focused on Gerhard von Rad's credo hypothesis.2 
While that hypothesis is subject to all kinds of critique with 
reference to dating and the rhetoric involved, it cannot be 
denied that von Rad saw clearly that Israel's worship life was 
regularly an engagement with the past, a past constituted by 
YHWH's wonders to which Israel endlessly attests. 

The so-called "early credos" of Deut 6:20-24; 26:5-9; and 
Josh 24:1-13 provide a shaping inventory of that wondrous 
past: exodus-wilderness-- land. The liturgical recital holds to 



the story line that smacks of particularity and, at the same 
time, readily becomes a typology of departure and arrival, of 
relinquishment and reception that can be reread in many 
different contexts. That story line yields three accents for 
our attention. First, the action of transformation features 
YHWH, the subject of the verbs, as the characteristic and 
decisive agent. Israel has no past except a past centered on 
YHWH. Second, the actions recited are all acts of gift in 
which YHWH wills and enacts a better life for Israel: 
emancipation from bondage, sustenance in the wilderness, 
settlement in a land of abundance. 

None of these acts could be "expected" or "explained." Each 
is a wonder that lies beyond human achievement and can 
only be understood as gift. The past is a collage of gifts. 
Third, the gifts are jarring and dynamic, marked by a 
disruption and discontinuity that radically resituate Israel. 
The memories are not of ongoing conditions but of 
emergents of new conditions willed by the Initiator against 
the circumstances over which Israel has no control. 

The primal substance of the credo, as von Rad saw, is 
exposited in the great doxological recitals of Psalms 78, 105, 
106, 135, and 136, each with a similar story line but with 
important distinctive developments. Here I comment only 
on Psalm 136 as an extreme expression of Israel's 
doxological memory. Von Rad has seen that these expansive 
Psalms are connected to the leaner credos but go well 
beyond them. In Psalm 136, in addition to the accents on 
the exodus (vv. 10-15), the wilderness (v. 16), and the land 
(vv. 17-22), there is an opening element on creation (vv. 4-
9). Thus, the particularities of Israel's memory are embedded 

in a larger, deeper recall of creation. But, of course, what 
counts most in the Psalm is the regular refrain of each verse, 
"[F]or his hesed endures forever"; that is, this second line 
shows Israel making a characteristic interpretive move that 
finds in the particular memory a generic affirmation of 
YHWH's fidelity. The entire sketch of the past is read as a 
mass of evidence that the lived world of Israel and the life of 
all creation is a transaction of elemental fidelity that is an 
enactment of YHWH's character. Memory is an engagement 
with fidelity from a God who takes endless initiatives in life-
transforming, life-guaranteeing actions of generosity. 

This public recital of the past as life-guaranteeing fidelity is 
matched in songs of thanksgiving that remember intimate, 
personal, albeit stylized rescues. Psalm 107, for example, 
cites four typical rescues: from desert thirst (vv. 4-9), from 
prison (vv. 10-16), from sickness (vv. 17-22), and from 
storm (vv. 23-32). What interests us yet again is Israel's 
capacity to move from the transformation to an act of 
gratitude focused on YHWH's hesed: Again, memory is 
shaped like life-saving fidelity. Thus, in credo, hymn, and 
song of thanksgiving, Israel counters amnesia with concrete 
memory and affirms active hesed against a neutral or hostile 
environment for life. 

Characteristically the past is given in doxology, not in 
positivistic reportage. Remembering is a lyrical, imaginative, 
hyperbolic construal that empowers Israel to move beyond 
every fearful calculation to a glad ceding of self, a bodily, 
emancipated gesture of the transference of energy, 
attention, and passion beyond self to YHWH who is the 
object of worship and the true subject of life. Israel enacts 



poetic ceding against a prosaic, technical retention of self. In 
this act, Israel does not insist on its own autonomous past 
but gladly submits its past to the larger story of YHWH's 
own life in the world. As the dominant text of western 
culture is a "turn to the private subject," so doxological 
remembering is a turn away from a private subject to the 
grandeur of the faithful Holy One who dominates the true 
story of the world. 

This collage of doxologies about YHWH's wonderful works 
prepared the way for the church's earliest attestation of 
Jesus, namely the collage of narratives about his amazing 
acts of transformation wrought concretely in the life of the 
world. From the outset, the church has cherished many 
specific accounts of the raising of the daughter of Jairus, the 
giving of sight to Bartimaeus, and the cleansing of the 
lepers. The church has never explained but has treasured a 
remembered narrative that constitutes the world as a place 
of bottomless transformative generosity. The specific 
narratives remembered about Jesus can be given in summary 
form: "Go tell John . . . the blind receive their sight, the lame 
walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are 
raised, the poor have good news brought to them" (Luke 
7:22). Go tell John and let Herod notice. Go tell the church 
and let the world wonder. Go tell that we have these 
testimonies of the way in which the generous, life-giving 
power of God has come bodied to make things new. 
Nothing explained, nothing doubted: The memories of 
Jesus, like the memories of YHWH, tell the world 
differently. Those who live in this told world have our 
amnesia overcome, have the pressured requirement of self-
sufficiency vetoed by the panoply of gifts, and have 

pervasive prosaic calculation flooded with doxology that 
leaves us amazed and grateful. Such is the first gift of the 
text. 

HOPE AGAINST DOMINANT DESPAIR 

The recovery of the text is to mediate hope of utter fidelity 
into all futures in the face of a dominant text of despair. 

I need use little energy arguing that the dominant text of 
our culture is a practice of despair. A closed, settled world of 
reasonableness requires that there are no new gifts to be 
given, and there is no Giver who might give gifts. There is 
nothing more than management and distribution of what is 
already there, distribution and redistribution, wars of 
distribution about land and oil and water, no more gifts. 
Everything is limited and scarce, to be guarded and kept, to 
be confiscated and seized. It is so in the public domain of 
economics, not less so in the intimate world of human 
transactions and emotional need-not enough of love, a 
shortage of forgiveness, and finally a deprivation of grace in 
this age and in the age to come. It was perhaps Bertrand 
Russell who eloquently concluded, "When you're dead, 
you're dead." Since death is so final, so daily, so immediate, 
and so palpable, it leaves adherents to this dominant text in 
despair, either the despair of glad complacency or the 
despair of wretchedness-but, in either complacency or 
wretchedness, without a chance for new gifts. 

The recovery of the biblical text includes the daring, 
pervasive conviction that God's fidelity outlasts every 
circumstance. In the face of every circumstance, it is assured 



in the faithfulness of YHWH that "in the end all shall be 
well, and all manner of things shall be well." What an 
incredible mouthful! All will be well, because YHWH is no 
quitter, is not defeated by death, but will prevail against 
every negation with a primordial "Yes" (2 Cor 1:19) from 
which we can never be separated by death or by life or by 
angels or by rulers or by things present or by heights or 
powers or things to come, not separated because that 
fidelity reaches all the way toward us. 

Such talk of assured fidelity over the future is not easy. It is 
the privilege of every preacher to do Romans 8 at funerals. 
Too bad we do this text primarily at funerals, for the 
seething power of despair is more dangerous and insidious 
in many other contexts of wretchedness, anxiety, and greed. 
Perhaps funerals are an easier place, for there is a readiness 
for "beyond." To counter despair in an economy of scarcity 
or in communities of rage, however, is more difficult. 

The promise-generating reality of YHWH is as old as the 
first utterance to Abraham: "Go, . . . I will make of you a 
great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, 
so that you will be a blessing" (Gen 12:1-2). Abraham, Sarah, 
and all members of this text are summoned into a future 
they do not see or have in hand. It is a future beyond our 
poor powers of imagination. It will be a good land, a land of 
milk, honey, houses, vineyards, olive trees, and water; and it 
will be given. Faith"reckoned as faith"-is to trust present-
tense life to future gifts not yet in hand. 

The promise to the ancestors is a shadowy promise in the 
community of Moses, not much voiced-until exile! In exile, 
the defining moment of despair for Israel when YHWH was 

silent, remote, and uncaring, in a context where the "No" of 
reality might have had the last word, the promises from the 
ancestors surge; it is amidst the wretchedness of exile and all 
its marks of abandonment that the poets arise to voice God's 
new gifts of homecoming. 

The lyrical poetry of Jeremiah can imagine a renewal of the 
covenant that is rooted in forgiveness. Ezekiel can anticipate 
a new temple with abiding glory and assured presence and, 
beyond that, a trace of resurrection with the vision of the 
valley of dry bones. Second Isaiah can imagine most vividly 
the defeat of the powers of the gods of negation. In that 
ancient world, the defeat concerned Babylon; perhaps in our 
time it is transnational corporate wealth and its totalizing 
ideology, entrenched with our collusion, in exploitative 
ruthlessness. The poet looks beyond such negation, 
precisely because YHWH's fidelity toward YHWH's world 
is not curbed by empire, not defeated by exile, not limited 
by any closed circumstance. Newness springs forth laden 
with well-being. 

The beginning of promise-quite concrete, text-specific oaths 
on the part of YHWH-pushes even beyond Israel's loss. On 
one hand, the hope is cosmic, new heaven and new earth. 
That newness will be urban, a new Jerusalem. On the other 
hand, at the edge of Israel's text, the poetry imagines the 
defeat of the last force of despair: 

He will swallow up death forever. 

Then the Lord God will wipe away the tears from all faces, 

and the disgrace of his people he will take away from all the 
earth. (Isa 25:8) 



Israel's buoyancy is in the conviction, not that we shall never 
die, not that we shall meet our loved ones, but that God's 
governance will not be disrupted or diminished. 

The gathering of all these hopes-to the ancestors, to the 
exiles, to the cosmos, against death-are all gathered in the 
Christian Bible at the pivot point of the Old Testament, as 
we make the close, huge leap from Malachi to Matthew. For 
just at the last moment, this is the last utterance of hope of 
the Old Testament: "Lo, I will send you the prophet Elijah 
before the great and terrible day of the lord comes. He will 
turn the hearts of parents to their children and the hearts of 
children to their parents, so that I will not come and strike 
the land with a curse" (Mal 4:5-6). This assurance is picked 
up directly in Luke's anticipation concerning John who will 
precede Jesus: "With the spirit and power of Elijah he will go 
before him, to turn the hearts of parents to their children, 
and the disobedient to the wisdom of he righteous, to make 
ready a people prepared for the Lord" (Luke 1:17). Israel is a 
relentless hoper because the world will be made new in 
God's good time. The church is one of those who takes this 
hope seriously, along with synagogue and mosque. 

This hope is a claim beyond data, beyond circumstance, and 
clearly beyond the myth of a closed world. The New 
Testament does not know how to say it well, but does not 
believe that the end of the life of Jesus is the end. There is 
more. And so he says: 

Truly I tell you, there is no one who has left house or 
brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields, 
for my sake and for the sake of the good news, who will not 
receive a hundredfold now in this age-houses, brothers, 

sisters, mothers, and children, and fields with persecutions-
and in the age to come eternal life. (Mark 10:29-30) 

And so the text ends: 

The one who testifies to these things says, "Surely I am 
coming soon." Amen. Come, Lord Jesus! The grace of the 
Lord Jesus be with all the saints. Amen. (Rev 22:20-21) 

And so we say regularly at the table: For as often as you eat 
this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death 
until he comes. (1 Cor 11:26) 

Until he comes! 

This capacity to counter despair is seductive, for it can make 
us simply the happy optimist in town. I want only to insist 
that this hope is text-specific. It is not a generic 
generalization. It is a collection of texts that are precise, 
holy utterance in which God has taken an oath, vowed a 
vow, made a promise. It is this set of utterances, inscribed in 
text, that had been spoken over the world. The preacher and 
the church cling not to a generic sense of things but to 
specific promises over which God keeps watch. The hope 
that overcomes despair in its assertion of fidelity is as text-
specific as is memory over amnesia that asserts generosity. 
The preacher and the church are always relearning that the 
despair sponsored by the dominant text is false. The scarcity 
it breeds, moreover, is a phony construct designed for 
power and greed, an excuse for violence. For, in the end, the 
antithesis of hope is indeed violence. 



NEIGHBORLINESS AGAINST DOMINANT 
SELFISHNESS 

The recovery of the text is to mediate a present tense of 
covenantal neighborliness in the face of the dominant text 
of anxious selfishness and alienated greed. The present, any 
present tense, is given its tone, character, and potential by 
the way in which it is related to past and future. 

In the dominant text, I -have traced a nonexistent past of 
amnesia in which there are no fund of miracles and no 
memory of gifts but only the hard, endless work of self-
invention. I have traced, in like fashion, a future of despair 
in which there are no more gifts to be given, but only a no-
win struggle against scarcity. If that dominant text, as I 
suggest, is marked by an amnesia requiring self invention 
and a despair requiring self-sufficiency, it is not surprising 
that the present becomes a jungle of frightened meanness. 
The theologian of such a thin present tense, Gordon Gekko 
of the movie Wall Street, made it a credo to say, "Greed is 
good." That credo is not only shameless. It is inescapable, if 
one's past tense is burdened by self-invention and one's 
future tense is limited to self-sufficiency. It takes no 
imagination to see that technological consumerism, unable 
to host past miracles or future promises, has given us a 
present tense of greed, powered by anxiety and issuing in 
shameless brutality against the neighbor. The world, in such 
limited horizon, really has no option.

I suggest that the recovery of the biblical text is urgent, the 
most urgent "social action" that can be undertaken. For it is 
only when the past is brimming with miracle and the future 

is inundated with fidelity that the present can be 
recharacterized as a place of neighborliness in which: 

scarcity can be displaced by generosity; anxiety can be 
displaced by confidence; greed can be displaced by sharing; 
brutality can be displaced by compassion and forgiveness. 

In the great covenantal traditions of Moses, Deuteronomy, 
and the prophets, there is a sustained vision of covenantal 
neighborliness. Whether the texts are dated early or late, 
Norman Gottwald is surely correct to say that Israel-and 
consequently the synagogue, the church, and the mosque-is 
a "social experiment" in the world, a revolutionary 
alternative to see whether the daily social relationships, 
policies, and institutions in the world can be ordered 
differently. The Torah of Israel is a mandate from heaven, 
precisely located between deep generosity and long fidelity, 
that Israel take the world as a neighborhood. The most 
radical summons on behalf of the neighborhood is what 
Patrick Miller terms "the sabbatic principle," enacted as year 
of release and jubilee, whereby the strong give back to the 
weak their proper entitlement, precisely because the strong 
and the weak are bound in a common destiny.3 It is 
impossible to overstate the radicality or the centrality of this 
mandate, whereby Israel, in God's "tunefulness," repeatedly 
breaks the vicious cycles of anxiety, greed, and brutality. 

The particular subject of this recognition and entitlement, at 
the core of covenantal ethic, is regularly "widow, orphan, 
alien." Indeed, that triad in Deuteronomy and the prophets 
is like a mantra, a mantra of neighborliness that 
characterizes the vulnerable, marginalized, and most at-risk 
people as the proper subject of communal investment. The 



prophetic tradition is not so much about scolding and threat 
as it is a massive act of imagination that asserts that the 
world could be different, if the present is informed by a 
freighted past and an assured future. 

The mantra of "widow, orphan, alien" rings in the ears of 
Jesus as it rang in the ears of Israel. He had, presumably, 
been nurtured as a small child while his mother sang about 
"filling the hungry with good things." The cadences of 
"widow, orphan, illegal alien" are transposed in his text into 
"tax collectors and sinners" (Luke 5:30; 7:34). But it is all the 
same. It is action that is transformative of social 
relationships, action disapproved in a less generous horizon 
by a world schooled in infidelity that cannot share because 
there is not enough. 

The church of late has mostly forgotten how remarkable and 
upsetting is the self-giving of Jesus. The church has gotten 
into the fear, scarcity, and survival business, precisely a 
denial of its Lord and its text, busy supervising a morality of 
scarcity, trying to keep the old world of anxiety in place. 
The text, of course, is otherwise. The giving of God that 
populates our past and the reliability of God that marks our 
future make life in the present different. It is our capacity to 
be amazed that equips us to enact the present tense outside 
normal boundaries and procedures. It is the chance of the 
preacher, out of this text, to amaze.

THE CHANCE OF THE PREACHER 

The chance of the preacher, at this juncture in our common 
life, is crucial-as it has not been in a long time-precisely 
because the dominant texts are failing. It is sad for a trusted 
text to fail, sad to watch while people continue to act it out 
in its failure: 

It would be a shame and a pity if we mark the failure of all 
these old texts and did not notice that the text of self-
invention and self-sufficiency that engenders fearful 
selfishness is also failing among us. The beneficiaries of that 
old text have huge muscle among us and include most of us; 
but it has failed. 

It is a task of the church-with synagogue and mosque-to 
offer this countertext of generosity, fidelity, and 
neighborliness. It is the chance of the preacher to permit 
people to give up old, failed textual construals and to 
reimagine and redescribe by this countertext. It is our 
human work to "switch texts," and we do not do that easily. 
We do not do it unless the alternative text is visible, 
credible, and available. 

Moses said: I set before you today life and prosperity, death 
and adversity... choose life. (Deut 30:15, 19) 

Jesus said: 

Enter through the narrow gate . . . for the gate is narrow and 
the road is hard that leads to life, and there are few who find 
it .... Everyone then who hears these words of mine and acts 
on them will be like a wise man who built his house on rock. 
(Matt 7:13-14, 24) 



And Matthew added: 

Now when Jesus had finished saying these things, the 
crowds were astounded at his teaching, for he taught them 
as one having authority and not as their scribes. (Matt 7:28-
29) 

What an authority given us in doxological memory, oracles 
of promise, and summons to alternative! It is an oddness 
entrusted to us. The technical "speak" of a computer lacks 
the thickness we require to be human. That thickness must 
come from preachers who love and live in this odd text. 

ABSTRACT 

This paper reflects on the church's engagement with the 
biblical text and the emergency in the church when the 
church is inattentive to the biblical text. It considers the 
impact of the modern interpretive period in the church's loss 
of the text and ponders what the church's recovery of the 
text might entail. The large theological sweep of the biblical 
text is seen as an offer of reality profoundly alternative to 
the dominant scripting of reality in our society. Particular 
attention is paid to the peculiar opportunity of the preacher-
pastor in lining out an alternative scripting of reality 
vouched for in this text. 
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