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114th Diocesan Council Eucharist Sermon 
The Rt. Rev. Jennifer Brooke-Davidson 
Bishop Suffragan of the Diocese 
February 22, 2018 
 
Bishop Reed has asked you to read the whole Bible this year, 

cover to cover. 
 
He has started to explain to you why that is a good idea.  

Now I will tell you why it is a bad idea. 
 
First, it’s a bad idea because it’s a lot of work. 

The typical American reads 4 books of any kind in a year. 
 
As you probably know, “Bible” is not a book title.  

It’s garbled Greek and Latin for “Library”.  
Our Bible has 66 books in it.  

66 books in one year.  
Okay, some of the books are one page long.  

Probably some of the books that Americans count  
in their annual reading  

are Goodnight Moon or the Instant Pot manual. 
 
I mean, if you get an edition like The NIV Bible in 90 Days,  

it’s about 1000 pages.  
That’s a lot of pages. 

That will require you to read  
between three and four pages of printed text a day. 

It’s such a slog! 
 
Just think.  

If we read three or four pages a day,  
or maybe five if we want to skip weekends,  

We run the risk of single-handedly  
messing up American reading averages. 

20,000 people in South Texas  
reading 66 books in one year  

might completely disrupt   
the downward intellectual spiral  

of American culture. 
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And here’s something even more risky: 
We might ruin the day of all those people who declare,  

with such smug defeatism: 
The American church is biblically ignorant  

and doomed to decline. 
We just might ruin their whole day. 

 
So just on the surface of it,  

just in terms of maintaining current American culture 
and reputation of the mainline church, 

it might be a bad idea. 
 
Now, all joking aside,  

some of us really do struggle with reading books,  
even 3 or 4 pages a day.  

Some of us have dyslexia,  
or a houseful of small children,  

or macular degeneration,  
or like me you spend most of your waking hours in the car,  

(and in recent years the cops have started taking a dim view  
  of people who read and drive at the same time). 
 
So it would be a bad idea in that case  

to commit to all this reading. 
I had that problem when Bishop Reed announced this.  

See, like him,  
I have this very inconvenient limitation  

on my many brilliant ideas –  
I just can’t exhort people to do something  

that I am not at least trying very hard to do myself.   
Which meant I have to do it.   

And not only that,  
I had to preach about the experience at Council.   

Which, when this concept emerged,  
was not a year away,  

but about two months away. 
So I went out and got a Zondervan NIV Bible in 90 days book. 

The Bible in TWELVE pages a day.   
Problem solved.  

Except for one thing.  
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When I looked at the calendar  
I realized that there were not 90 days.  

More like 50 and a bit. I fell behind pretty fast.  
 
I’m a very stubborn person, 

So I downloaded an audio version of the NIV,  
read by Max McLean,  

and listened while I was on the road.   
 
But another problem came along.   

You know how we Christians like to call ourselves  
“People of the Book.”   

Well, maybe so, but as it turns out,  
the Bible is much older than printed books,  

or even handwritten scrolls.  
If you listen to it, you just might find that the books fly by.    

You might see patterns in the language and stories  
you never saw before.   

You might find yourself having to really grapple  
With passages that you can’t skim  

while listening to Audible in the car.  
You might discover where CS Lewis and JRR Tolkien  

got their fantastical maps  
and the sounds of poetic elvish names for things.   

You might get to the prophets and, like my husband,  
discover incredibly creative curses  

to hurl at the members of the opposing hockey team! 
You might find out that the Bible is not dull at all;  

it just raises your defenses sometimes  
and scares you sometimes  

and reassures you sometimes  
and makes you laugh out loud a surprising number of times, 

not always at appropriate moments.   
 
By the way,  

if you’re going to listen to a plain English version in your car,  
  do it yourself before you include the kids.  

It is not all PG rated.  
 
But all of that is just mechanics, really. 
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The really risky things about knowing the Bible  
crop up in Chapter 4 of the Gospel of Luke. 

 
The first part is the story of Jesus in the wilderness,  

being annoyed by the devil. 
It’s a story about proof-texting  

and knowing your way around in the world of the Bible. 
The bad ole debbil is proof-texting,  

using Scripture as a justification for bad behavior. 
Just one example: 

The devil tempts Jesus to jump off the temple,  
quoting Psalm 91 “ you will not dash your foot”. 

But Jesus knows his way around these books  
and he comes right back: 

Do not put the Lord your God to the test. (Deut. 6:16) 
 
And I think the devil was accidentally doing us a huge favor, 

playing this little game with Jesus,  
because Jesus then spent a lot of time making sure  

we would have something pithy to quote back  
at all the proof-texting troublemakers to come: 

 
The Bible says, “treat your slaves well” 

It is also written, “love your neighbor as yourself. 
 
The Bible says, An adulteress shall be stoned to death. 

It is also written,  
let the one among you who is without sin  

cast the first stone. 
 
You get the idea.   

If you’ve ever been whacked in the face with a Bible verse,  
Jesus takes some trouble to show us 

that actually knowing the Bible  
is the best defense against Bible bullies.   

 
This little Bible study between Jesus and the devil  

is followed immediately 
By the equally alarming Bible study back in Nazareth,  
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Jesus reads from Isaiah 
As His ministry manifesto,  

his first cut at a mission statement,  
his summary of what he means by  

“the Kingdom of God” 
 
And when he declares  

that the Kingdom is actually materializing 
right there, right now,  

right in the pokey little small-town synagogue, 
It nearly gets him killed. 

 
So now we come to the heart of the matter: 
 
Yes, there are parts of the Bible that require academic study 

because the context is so different. 
Yes, there are lots of forgotten names, lost locations,  

mysterious references to large aquatic sea mammals. 
Yes, it takes effort to read 1000 pages  

in a culture that has forgotten how to read. 
And yes,  

that feeling of foreboding that you have  
when you are confronted with the Bible  

is not entirely irrational. 
Because these books actually have power.  
 You never know when God is going to just bust right out of them. 
 
The sacred texts of our faith  

are not a stack of irrelevant old military memoirs. 
They are not quaint antique pre-scientific mythology. 

They are not just songbooks  
for which we have lost the music. 

 
The Bible, the whole Bible,  

the great sweep of the story of God and God’s people 
Has power. 

Power far beyond the power of narrative –  
though the power of claiming our central story is strong. 

Power far beyond the power of poetry –  
though there is no emotion you can experience  
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that is not explored in majesty and depth. 
Power far beyond the power of the deepest magic –  

though signs and wonders  
and even the most astonishing miracles  

upset our small newtonian sense  
of the order of space-time. 

 
The power of the Bible  

is the power of God to speak to us,  
and through us,  

in God’s project  
to reclaim and remake all of creation.   

 
The power of the Bible  

is the power of courage to claim the promises of God  
to scattered and powerless people –  

the promises Jesus,  
like his mother Mary before him,  

claims in the Nazareth synagogue: 
Sight for the blind 

Strength for the crippled 
Freedom for the captive 

Life for the dead  
The year of the Lord’s favor 

 
As stirring as those phrases are on their own,  

they resound with force of trumpet and tympani  
When reading the Bible has filled your imagination  
 With its poignant images: 

With “blindness” recalls prophets like Samuel  
whose sight was dim and who could not see visions 

and king Zedekiah, the last King of Judah  
whose eyes were gouged out by Nebuchadnezzar 

With “cripples” recall,  Muh-FIB-o-shet (Mephiboshet),  
son of King Saul’s son Jonathan, David’s best friend 
so tenderly cared for by King David  

after the bloody wars for the throne of Israel and Judah 
With “captives” recall–  

Joseph thrown down a well and into jail  
the captivity of all God’s people in Egypt  
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 the terrifying years  
of the exile of the Southern Kingdom in Babylon 

With the mention of death reminds us,  
That death entered the human experience  

as part of our stubborn separation from God 
Death, that has claimed the patriarchs and matriarchs,  

the prophets and the prostitutes,  
old men and women,  

warriors, virgin daughters, the infants 
everyone who has ever lived. 

 
The Bible is the story of how God delivers us,  

in all our arrogance, ignorance, pride,  
confusion, laziness, prejudice,  

violence, greed, jealousy,  
sulkiness, rage, and just flat stupidity,  

which was and is and ever will be,  
world without end amen, 
 DELIVERS US 

   from all of that 
Into the Year of the Lord’s Favor 
 
Do know what the year of the Lord’s Favor looks like? 

All I know about it I read –and heard -   
in the Bible 
 

Because at some point  
after I needed more than “Jesus loves me this I know” –  

which is fine and good and wonderful and true,  
but at some point I needed more. 

 
I needed to hear about: 
 
The lord God walking in the garden  

in the cool of the evening 
 calling, “Where are you?” 

 
I need to hear that God, for the love of 10 righteous people  

would not destroy the violent and inhospitable city of Sodom 
I need to hear, over and over, the COMMAND to rest and celebrate  
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I need to hear about the year of Jubilee,  
when all debts are canceled  

and all who are enslaved go free 
 
I needed to hear:  Have I ever complained to you  

about not having a house of Cedar? 
But  - I will establish your house forever 

 
I need to hear: None will hurt or destroy on all his holy mountain 
 
I need to hear about the six-winged seraphs  

roaring HOLY HOLY HOLY  
while the temple fills with smoke  

and the doors shake on their hingepins 
 
I need to hear about David dancing with all his might  

in front of the ark of the Covenant 
 
I need to hear how Ezra read the Law of God  

and all the people wept with regret and joy,  
but Ezra told them to go home  

and have a big feast with plenty of wine,  
and invite the neighbors too 

 
I need to hear about the holy city,  

the New Jerusalem,  
and the river of the water of life, bright as crystal,  

that flows from the throne of the Lamb  
down the middle of the street,  

with the tree of life on either side,  
with its twelve fruits,  

and its leaves for the healing of nations 
 
I could go on all night,  

and I will go on for the rest of my life 
 
But most important of all 

I need to hear that all these things happen,  
not in some shadowland behind the sky 

But here - On earth 
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With human beings, in the flesh 
 
And that God dwells here with us  

and we are God’s people  
and God is our God. 

 
When God came through the veil between heaven and earth 

And pitched his tent in the neighborhood. 
They wanted to throw him off a cliff. 

Because they really just wanted him to go cut the grass  
at his mama’s house 

And otherwise play by the rules. 
 
But Jesus knew the Bible 

He knew God’s plans for the Kingdom 
And he was unstoppable. Utterly and eternally unstoppable.   

 
I don’t know about this Bible reading enterprise. 

You probably shouldn’t do it.  
 
It might set the whole Diocese of West Texas on fire for the Lord 

In some shouting seraphim,  
shaking door-hinge,  

blazing fire,  
mighty dancing,  

wine-soaked feasting way. 
What will the neighbors say –  

when we invite them into the cataclysmic joy  
of God’s Kingdom? 

 
What’s WORSE 

Reading the whole Bible like that –  
the Lord may find a way to actually speak to you 

You, personally. 
It may very well turn your whole life inside out and upside down  

Irretrievably 
Forever. 

 
I wonder if you dare.   Amen. 


