Hearing it together
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Have you heard? You must have: AI is coming in a big way! Well, actually, it is already here. Artificial Intelligence is already being used in many parts of our everyday life, including finance, health care, education, transportation and in several other ways enhancing the effectiveness of our human efforts. One area, where it’s gaining ground is communication. And not always in a positive way, it has to be said. When you read a document on the internet you may admire the wisdom of the person named at the top of the page as the author until you notice the pop-up at the bottom right hand corner telling you that it is an AI summary/interpretation of the original document. When you answer your phone these days it’s difficult to tell whether there is an actual person at the other end, or the whole conversation is AI generated.


Both of our Biblical stories are about communication: A couple of those few occurrences when Scripture talks about the use of Scripture. Both of them are very different from our highly developed technological understanding of mass communication. I believe next Tuesday we are in for a treat when Ian will guide us through the maze of social media at his Lunchbreak talk. I, for one am looking forward to it, as my knowledge of it is negligible. All I know is that, for good or ill, social media can enable instant communication with huge numbers of people perhaps all over the world. 


None of this was available in Jesus’ time, or for that matter, in Nehemiah’s time, nearly 500 years earlier. Nehemiah was a kind of self-appointed Governor of the returning Israelites from exile in Babylon. With the permission and support of the more lenient King of Babylon some exiles were allowed to rebuild the Temple in Jerusalem and provided they paid heavy taxes into the imperial coffers, they could resume some kind of national life in their own country. It is in this rebuilding process that the Scripture-reading marathon takes place we heard about in our first reading. The people are called together to listen to the reading of the ‘Law of Moses’, which for them contained the lost and, by now, nearly forgotten word of God. It wasn’t just a few verses, or chapters as our Lectionary readings are here on Sundays, it was The Law, meaning the full first five books of the Jewish Bible, we call the Old Testament.


What an experience! For both reader, Ezra the priest and for all those standing around listening for hours on end! It was a highly charged, emotional experience. It touched the people to the core. It made them burst into tears and they were weeping loudly as they were made to hear the stories of their ancestors, their relationship with God and God’s instructions for a life that would carry God’s blessings. It must have brought home to them just how far they had strayed from their God, who called them to be God’s holy people. A real example of how the ancient Scripture, when heard together with an open, receptive heart could come alive and make its impact on the here and now!


Something similar is happening in the synagogue at Nazareth. Scripture is read to a gathered community and the words jump off the scrolls with unexpected consequences. I wonder if you can recall a time when hearing the Bible read, it suddenly acquired a different meaning for you, it made sense like it hasn’t made before. I know I can remember such events in my life. 

You see, there is something more about listening together than reading it by yourself. Whether it happens in a crowd after a national crisis, as it did in Nehemiah’s time, or in a small local synagogue’s everyday worship, as it happened in Jesus’ time, it seems the words of Scripture have the power to change people. 

Just the other day I heard an item on the radio, talking about the importance of reading aloud to groups of children. It was interesting what it said in a non-religious context:  it helps bonding, enhances happiness, it helps building trust and building community.  Well, if this is true for children being read to, how much more true can it be for us when we listen together to the words of the Bible! After all, we do believe those words to be God-inspired and the listening to be Spirit-aided. 

This is one of the reasons why we come together here Sunday by Sunday, isn’t it, to hear God’s word? This is why we gather in church meetings, to listen together believing that under the guidance of the Holy Spirit we can be reminded of our calling as the current day people of God and as such, better understand the implications of our decisions. We could just send out papers with the relevant information – and we do that as well. We could hand out questioners for people to register their opinions – and we do that too sometimes. But our usual practice is to gather together and through listening to each other trying to discern God’s will for our life together.

Of course, the Bible isn’t an easy book to read or to listen to, but it is our glorious heritage which is handed down to us over the ages by our ancestors in the faith. It contains passages that echoed in the heart and ministry of Jesus who believed that through them God could and did speak to his present. It is not clear whether Jesus actually chose the particular readings from Isaiah there in Nazareth, or whether it was the allocated reading for the day, though Luke gives the impression it was Jesus’ choice. Be that as it may, the outcome was that Jesus and his earliest followers took the words of Isaiah, first given to the Babylonian exiles all those centuries ago, applied them to Jesus and accepted them as relevant to their situation in 1st century Galilee. He and they believed that in him God’s new order could be touched and experienced.

Why? Because living under Roman rule, they were as desperate for some good news as their ancestors were in their Babylonian captivity. And the need for good news never ceased over the centuries. Here we are 2000 years later listening to Jesus’ story struggling with quite different problems in our lives, but no less desperate for some hope, that better days are to come. That, in spite of all signs to the contrary, the year of the Lord’s favour would come. Jesus accepted the challenge of Scripture and through the anointing of the Spirit he made it his own. And we are called to do the same.
 We are still in the season of Epiphany when we recall all those events in Jesus’ life that reveal to us who he really is and how he came to understand his calling. He named it bringing good news of God’s kingdom. The striking thing was that it wasn’t about the restoration of national hegemony, which everyone was yearning for, rather it was about taking care of those at the margins of society nobody bothered about: the poor, the blind, the stranger, the prisoner and all the broken victims of injustice.

Listening to Jesus’ story the opportunity was offered to his hearers, and by extension, to us his current day hearers, to accept his manifesto, as he accepted Isaiah’s and thereby to recognise our relationship with both Jesus and Israel. This may be particularly important to do on the eve of Holocaust Memorial Day when once again we are reminded of the dreadful consequences of ignoring this relationship. It may be appropriate to quote the Nobel Peace prize winner Eli Wiesel, a survivor of the Holocaust when he said, in connection with his work on keeping alive the memory of the Holocaust: ...”whoever listens to a witness, becomes a witness, so that those who hear us, or read us could continue to bear witness.”

This is no less true when applied to listening to Jesus’ witness. By doing it together we become his witnesses so that we may pass it on to others in the hope that, in their turn, they may become his witnesses too. Today, it is also National Bible Sunday, the observation of which goes back to the 16th century. It is a time to give thanks for the Bible, for all its authors, translators and distributors and note that it is still the highest sold book in the world with over 100 million copies of it being sold every year. As we said it is not an easy book to read or listen to. It is not a scientific document; it is not a straightforward rule-book, it requires the serious, prayerful study of a faithful people, and then it can become the word of Life, or what Malcolm Guite calls “the lexicon of possibility”. He goes on to urge the prospective readers: 

...”Open the text again...

Be lost in reading till the reading finds you,

Discern the WORD that underpins the words.

... Open the text again, for it is true,

The Book you open always opens you.”

Let it be so for us.
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