THE WORDS OF WIGMI

There are no prerequisites for hearing a sermon, unleedife itself. But
were there, fothis sermon, it would be Bill's Moyers’ recent interview lvihe
Pulitzer Prize winning poet W.S. Merwin. It was a wondedfatussion about
words and meaning, with Merwin claiming that languageliigrag creation,
constantly evolving, changing, and developing. Words are conshubaing born
out of the void, out of our existential encounter wita-hfout of situations which
cry out for new description because none of the “old worttig, “classic
definitions,” the “worn-out clichés” are adequate toabeasion. Often, in such a
birth, there is an experiential breech which produces maital clarity, not even a
still-born silence, but a frustrated, infuriated, or, magbstatic cry of self-
expression. To illustrate Merwin’s point, the TV seradowed us the picture of a
kneeling burka-clad woman in Afghanistan, hovered ovehisetsimilarly clad
women, whose scream of agony over her war-dead child wardtyyhave been
heard by Allah.....What words could adequately describe such aaribsas a
friendly-fire casualty? Certainly not these words wHigé just used with you. |
feel the sting of Sweeney’s complaint in T.S.Eligiteem ‘Sweeney Agonistes
“The trouble is, | gotta use words when | talk to you.”

Merwin’s point is not confined to acts of terror or trageicstasy exposes
the same linguistic poverty. On the weekend of Jtily the papers spread over
their front pages pictures of Wimbledon champions Sefdileams and Roger
Federer, arms outstretched, mouths wide open in thampscreams; the words
for such historic moments have not yet been born! Wherddskée reporters
and commentators, “How does it feel...” the inadequate dictiéesponse bring
eye-rolling silence from us.

Merwin wants us to understand that interpretation neagsaacompanies
all the conversations we have. And, wasn't this jostdlaim that Judge
Sotomayor made at her Supreme Court hearing. Words iniasso&ae never self-
sufficient, self explanatory; they need a context to benstmiad. | usually greet
Elaine DeMers with a “Hello Luv!” Unless you knew dbcottish connection, you
might well think---‘What would Joyce think if she heard tha¥®?ell, Joyce hears
it all the time and thinks nothing of it. But “love” is notmusly such a word. To
say, “I love you” can mean a zillion things depending ontext, tone of voice,
inflections. One beautiful August evening, sixty years, @ the shores of Lake
Erie | said to Joyce, “Will you marry me?” She looked dilgaat me for several
long, long seconds, then said, “Do you really mean k®@Ww’s that for rapture and
the exclusive power of words to control our destiny? Truthahel® more than
words.
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But there is a flip side to this difficulty in explainiogir selves with words.
Roland Merullo, in his charming book “Breakfast with Buddhatmwgaus that we
also use words and clichés of all types as a kind of defeasinor, a way of
hiding in plain sight: “People make the armor from tlsenartness, or their anger,
or their quiet, or their fear, or their being busy, orrtheing nice. Some make it
by beingveryimportant. [But] many do not make [an armor], ...and thoselpeop
begin to see the world as it is.” Isn’t this what thecteer in Proverbs is also
saying? Wisdom is inviting us---the simple, the sensgéexsthe fearful---into
her house so that we might understand the nature oflitasa “Come,” Wisdom
says, “eat of my bread and drink of the wine | have mixexhve simpleness, and
live, and walk in the way of insight...The fear of the Lordhis beginning of
wisdom, and th&nowledge of the Holy One is insightAnd, haven't we just
heard Paul admonish the Ephesians: “Look carefully thenylmavwalk, not as
unwise children but as wise...therefore do not be foolishybderstand what the
will of the Lord is...and do not get drunk with wine, but be fillgith the
Spirit...”

The Gospel of John picks up Wisdom’s cautionary tale. Johiowsly
knows that to convey this spiritual trutknbwledge of the Holy One is insiyht
words he has to risk conveying an absurdity---just as greatisorealized only
with the concomitant risk of great hate. For John, tallesl fwith the Spirit is to be
one with Christ. John invokes mysticism at the risk of mawga;isks graphic
description, ever in danger of being lost in translation.

Listen to what John has to say about the heart of Gimistorship, the
Eucharist, the Sacrament of the Lord’s Suppeuly, truly, | say to you, unless
you eat the flesh of the Son of man and drink his blood, you have no life in
you;...for my flesh is food indeed, and my blood is drink indeed. He whangats
flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and | in hihwe take these words
literally, then John is suggesting something which many fiewnd to be
grotesque, gruesome, even cannibalistic. Most of us whmparmitted Christians
have resolved the dilemnedgther by studiously ignoring John’s words by
simply saying, ‘it's obvious that Jesus (as quoted by Jehm)ti speaking literally
but metaphorically.” Then we smile, knowingly. But we’'reihg] just like
Merullo observed. We don'’t really know if Jesus ever daedd¢ words---they
don’'t appear in any of the other Gospels, nor in Paul, thougif thése writers
refer to the Last Supper Jesus shared with his disciglgsn knew all this; he was
writing over 100 years after the birth of Jesus andadit¥d with being the most
theologically sophisticated of the lot. So what waséo@ For years the Church
has said that John was reaching out to a culture steepedeak thought which
claimed that oueverydaywordsare not the conveyors of truth but symbols which
point to eternal truths beyond words. Just so, the poet BEhukinson, coping
with the death of her father, wrote: “The broadest wordsa narrow we can
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easily cross them,---but there is water deeper thasetfwords] which has no
bridge.” Just so deeply, so profoundly, John’s readers vamddme that Jesus,
called the Christ, was referring not to his own fleshlalodd, but to the very
spiritual heart of the Divine.

To convey this vividly, John has Jesus use the univerdahéimate
symbols of eating and drinking. But, words are alwayssktof being
misunderstood, of becoming the absurd; if we take the wordsllftemysticism
does turn into magic [‘do this, get that’]---the physical@oconsumption is
substituted for the spiritual act of communion. Yet John lsyawthout those
symbols, the full, personal, even visceral richnessadaycannot be indicated.

This presentsiswith a problem: how do we understand these sacramental
words of institution---we, who don’t think like John and theeeks; we who
culturally take our evolving historical words more seriousfien literally. The
Church in its ecclesiastical wisdom ingeniously resofiaeslinguistic dilemma by
resorting to ambiguity: it offers us two related but disEimmetaphors for each of
the sacramental elements: “the body of Christ,” “tleatrof heaven”; “the blood
of Christ,” “the cup of salvation.” The effect is@ébminate the risk of literalism
while at the same time minimizing the risk of irrespblesinterpretation. But
interpret we must if we are to understand, if we are teatcdNVisdom'’s invitation
to eat her bread and drink her wine at the table of the. Lor

So how doweread John’s gospel? We believe we know what he was trying
to tell the seekers of truth in the second century; waathe say to us in the
twenty-first century? Literal and metaphorical readjrags we have noted, are
ultimately inadequate, but it is at this point that thet pderwin and the teacher in
Proverbs come to our rescue. The wisdom of Merwin isr@nd us that the
mystery of what's at the heart of the sacramenttdanunlocked or even fully
captured in words. To do so would turn living mystery into biograpmmagic as
we have noted earlier. Wisdom tells us that the trutht imubeyond the words of
institution; truth must be lived, lived within the risks of spiritual encounte

At a Lenten service some years ago, as | knelt atitdvecd Grace Church,
Amherst, awaiting the distribution of the elements bshBp Barbara Harris, |
noticed her pausing in front of the man next to me. Sldeshid, “The Body of
Christ” as she held the wafer in her hand, just tneoutstretched hand, but she
had not given him the wafer. She waited silently untilrtfae had finally looked
up at her. Only then did she add “The bread of heavenfavel him the wafer.
Later, when | had the chance to ask her about thissate‘l never serve the
elements until they have looked me in the eye; | waamtto know that we
togetherare living a holy, spiritual affirmation of our lifa Christ, one that the
Church has celebrated for two thousand years.” WhabBistarris knew, what
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Martha Hubbard and all our Eucharistic ministers knowhig our living-
encounter at the altar invites us to venture beyond theheaus isolation of self,
carries us beyond the sacred poverty of even the hallaweeds of the sacrament,
and into the mystical presence of God. There are no vimrdisat, but within that
proffered gift there always burns the question... ‘Do yollyeaean it?’ In our
acceptance there can only be the grateful witness apdnss. “So be it” Amen!

Charles Ketcham, St. Paul’'s Church, NBPT, August 16, 2009



