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To explain a symbol is to destroy it.  Some symbols, like the paintings of  Picasso, are, 
indeed to me, unexplainable.  And, even if they are explained, I know less about them than 
before the explanation. 
 
Thus, the motto I follow:  “Let the viewer – or, the reader – understand.”  Which, if one has 
memorized all the verses in the Bible, will be  recognized as a quote from Matthew (24:15) 
and Mark (13:14), each referring to a few obscure passages from the book of Daniel (9:27, 
11:31, 12:11). 
 
With this preface, I, without shame or guilt, approach the Gospel for the day.  And that 
approach is, simply, “If I were a Scriptural Literalist, I would have to stretch my literalism 
to its breaking point.”  However, since I am not, the text remains an intriguing and open 
question.  I do take comfort, still without shame, that I don’t have problems with Scripture 
that I don’t understand.  The texts that cause me untold problems are the texts I do 
understand.  Thus it is not difficult for me to simply ignore the quandary I’m in with those 
to-me-unintelligible texts . . . and dare to believe that, if it might be important some day, I 
will then be enlightened by the Holy Spirit or, even, some other less-holy insight . . . and, at 
that time, wax boldly forth, even foolishly, into the unknown and confusing. 
 
At the ice-breaker during our first days of seminary, Art Arnold, homiletics prof, developed 
a game for the seminarians and their wives to get acquainted.  He knew I came from a retail 
hardware background, so the question he posed on my behalf was to name the person who 
went from selling screws to unscrewing the inscrutable.  The first part of that equation I had 
handled very well since the age of five.  However the second part, to unscrew the 
inscrutable, has successfully evaded me all my life.  Some of you, who may, or may not, 
have read the texts before today, might be relieved at this confession . . . others may well be 
chagrined that Andy has invited a preacher to SBTS who is not quite sure what he’s doing. 
 
However, a Literalist I am not, nor can I be . . . and if I were, then I would, of necessity, 
embrace cannibalism. 
 
Cannibalism has been around for about 100,000 years.  Never has there been a time, or an 
era, world-wide, when cannibalism did not exist . . . from pre-history, down through 
Biblical times . . . in the 1600s in Colonial Jamestown, the Donner Party in 1846, WWII, 
with the latest incident on record being in Russia last year (September, 2017). 
 
However, cannibalism in the Holy Gospel? 
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Once again I take comfort . . . it might also give each of you some small comfort . . . to 
recognize that, if and when we do not understand, we are, of a truth, in very good company. 
Matthew, the tax collector-turned disciple, quotes Isaiah the prophet:  
 
     You shall indeed hear but never understand,  
     and you shall indeed see but never perceive.  (Mt 13:14, Isa 6:9-10) 
 
And Mark (9:32) and Luke (9:45), speaking of Jesus’ words about his coming death and 
resurrection: 
 
     They (the disciples) did not understand the saying, and they were afraid to ask him. 
 
However, there is also hope that some day . . .  some day . . . understanding might come. 
The text for the Sunday after Easter (Lk 24:25, the Road to Emmaus) has two persons, only 
one of whom is named (Cleopas), walking and talking with the Risen Lord.  After about 
seven miles of conversation they still had not recognized Jesus . . . and as soon as they did, 
he disappeared.   Then, in his absence, the two men spoke: 
 
     Did not our hearts burn within us while he talked with us on the road . . .? 
 
There are times when we are too close to something to recognize it.  It takes distance before 
we can see or hear a bit more clearly. 
 
The Hebrew are a people of poetry.  If one allows the poetry throughout Scripture to stand 
as poetry . . . then each of us can recognize that sense of “the burning heart” as described, 
and not explained, by the two travelers.  However if it’s literal, we might wish to find out 
who lit the match. 
 
Again during seminary, when I knew a lot more than I do now, I overheard a college person 
state emphatically, “Now I understand the Trinity.”  After which she went into a long 
dissertation about whatever she understood The Holy Trinity to be about.  I understood 
nothing of what she said.  On  Trinity Sunday, the kids’ talk was given by one who, with all 
good intentions, attempted to explain to kids ages 3 through 6, the concept of The Trinity.  
After fifteen minutes he dismissed the children and I did my best to not cheer, now that his 
impossible task was over.  Not completed . . . just over.   
 
There is much more to life than understanding it, or even trying to understand.  Life is 
created to be experienced . . . understanding may, and it may not, follow.  Which of us can 
clearly describe the joy when a child at birth lets out her first cry.  Describe to me your first 
kiss and we’ll neither understand it nor appreciate it.  Analyze the emotional impact of your 
first hearing, or your latest, of Handel’s “He Shall Feed His Flock” and you’ll destroy both 
the feeding and the flock.  To analyze is the mode of science.  Dissect a frog and you might 
discover how it works . . . however the frog dies. 
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Back to our Gospel for the day.  John sets the tone for his entire book with the first fourteen 
verses:   
 
     In the beginning was the Word . . . and the Word became flesh and dwelt among us. 
 
And thus it is that we speak of the Incarnation . . . the enfleshment of God . . . God in 
human form . . . Jesus, the human Word . . . to be experienced . . . to be known . . . talked 
with . . . walked with . . . learned from . . . sit at the feet of . . . to hear Jesus say (Jn 6:51-58): 
 
     I am the living bread . . . and the bread I give for the life of the world is my flesh . . . the 
     one who eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life . . .   
 
We hear these words every Eucharist:   
 
     Take, eat, this is my body . . . Drink of it, all of you . . . this is my blood of the     
     covenant poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins . . .   
  (Mt 26:26ff;  Mk 14:22ff; Lk 2:14ff). 
 
Thus Jesus reminds his disciples of that night when Passover was celebrated for the last  
time in Egypt . . . that night the Hebrews were released from the slavery of slavery into the 
freedom of Promised Land’s freedom (Ex 12). 
 
However it wasn’t quite that simple . . . first there were those 40 years of wandering . . . 
years of testing . . . and for the first time in freedom of strengthening . . . of doubting . . . 
years of complaining . . . years of Covenant broken and of Covenant renewed (Ex 34). 
 
The protocol for The Passover was clear and unambiguous . . . ritual slaughter of a lamb 
without blemish . . . smear the blood on your doorposts . . . the Angel of Death will pass 
over your house . . . eat all of it, all of you . . . eat it with loins girded, sandals strapped on 
and ready to travel . . . this is a memorial, and you shall keep the feast through all 
generations (Ex 12) . . . through all generations down to that night in the Upper Room (Mt 
26:26ff) . . . where the ritual was recreated once more . . . only this time the sacrificial lamb 
was the Lamb of God . . . and freedom was from their slavery to sin . . . 
 
Nevertheless, before the Jordan was crossed came the ritual laws which still define the 
Hebrew people (Leviticus) . . . among which was established The Day of Atonement  
(Yom Kippur:  Lev 23:27-28).  Yom Kippur comes ten days after the Jewish New Year:  
Rosh Hashanah, and marks THE holiest day in the calendar.  Yom Kippur is  the 
culmination of these days, known as ten Days of Awe . . . during which intense introspection 
and repentance were commanded.  On that day, the people were assembled while the priest 
symbolically gathered all their sins and placed them on the head of an innocent goat (or a 
lamb) without blemish.  The goat, spanked and beaten, ran terrified and bleating into the 
wilderness, where he would be torn apart by the wild animals of the desert.  With his death  



 
Page 4 
 
died also the sins of the people which he bore . . . thus was restored their broken relationship 
with Yahweh.  Atonement . . . At-one-ment. 
 
Now free from the burden of sin and guilt, the people were free to live freely . . . and to sin 
again.  However, to sin again was the norm . . . nor was it to be taken cheaply . . . it cost the 
life of the scapegoat.  While sin is literally accomplished many times daily, Yom Kippur is 
an annual symbolic event. 
 
Sin is seldom the problem . . . forgiveness is. 
 
And so it is that each Sunday  we re-create that same ritual . . . that same memorial meal.  
We dare not look at it too closely . . . we dare not analyze it too clearly . . . to do so would 
destroy it.  Forgiveness, like life, is ours to be experienced. 
 
The absence of The Risen Christ becomes his Presence to us.  Incarnation.  The sacrifice 
has been made . . . at-one-ment is ours . . . our freedom is secure. 
 
Adam Hearlson, minister, author, writes of worship as holy subversion: 
 
      “In the round chapel of St. Gregory of Nissa Episcopal Church in San Francisco, people 
join hands and dance around the communion altar.  Above them 90 large saints (and four 
animals) join hands and  lift their feet in their own dance.  Leading that dance is a 13-foot 
icon of Christ.  As the iconic dancers circle above the altar in the center of the chapel the 
dance below begins to mirror the dance above.  In a very real sense the dance below 
becomes a rehearsal for the dance above. 
 
     “At the table, the hope for the fulfillment of God’s promises is made incarnate in human 
bodies.  The meal is rehearsal for the time when the community of all the saints of God will 
be made one, and the ones dancing above will finally dance with the ones below.  The  
worship in this church is a rehearsal for the moment when heaven and earth will be one and 
there will be no end to the dancing saints that circle the throne of God.  For a moment, amid 
the dancing and the singing, the world remains suspended in time and place, pregnant with 
possibility”                                                                    (Christian Century 7/18/18. page 12). 
 
And there is another kind of dance, no less important and no less holy.  Exemplified in the 
musical “Fiddler on the Roof.”  Recall the scene, however drunken, by Tevya and the 
butcher, to celebrate of the arranged marriage of the eldest daughter and Lazar Wolff.  While 
the marriage did indeed get called off, that dance continues in the shout which echoes down 
through the ages:  “L’Chaim!” . . . “To Life”.  In the midst of the poverty of Anatevka . . . in 
the midst of the foretelling of the next pogrom . . . in the midst of the threat of extinction . . . 
and in the midst of the ever-changing times to upset and destroy the traditions of the ages . . 
. comes the shout of victory  “L’Chaim!”  . . . “To Life”.  Life’s uncertain, eat dessert first.  
Life’s uncertain, celebrate the gifts of the day.  Life’s uncertain, dance. 
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Years ago TIME Magazine ran an article on a wedding in a strife-torn country.  The bride, 
dressed in wedding gown and veil, was in a hospital bed, her legs having been blown off in a 
terrorist attack.  She, and the groom seated at her side, were glowing with smiles of 
contentment and joy.  No one . . . no one . . . could bomb their joy away.  While the future 
was truly uncertain, they had decided to celebrate the gifts of the day.  L’Chaim. 
 
The shout rings out from each of our texts today . . . seek wisdom and live (Prov) . . . use 
common sense and live (Ps) . . . open your hearts to joy and live (Eph) . . . “L’Chaim!” 
 
Thus this meal of the certainty of the Grace of God and the at-one-ment which it brings, is 
prepared and eaten at the very center of the uncertainty of life . . . at the very epicenter of sin 
. . . this meal below becomes a foretaste of that heavenly banquet prepared for us . . . our 
atonement accomplished by the unblemished scapegoat . . . this one not spanked into the 
wilderness, but nailed to a cross . . . this one, whose death destroyed death . . . this is the one 
whose life shouts out to all who will follow:  Come.  Eat.   Join the dance. 
 
“L’Chaim!” 


