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Bible Study: Introduction to the Council Theme 
 

The Word Is Very Near To You (Deuteronomy 30:14) 
 

114th Annual Council of the Episcopal Diocese of West Texas 
February 22-24, 2018               San Marcos, Texas 

 
Thursday, 1:44 p.m. 

 
 

 You go to church Sunday morning, and a smiling usher hands you 

a bulletin, and in the bulletin is an insert with four Bible passages. Or 

the passages will get put up on a screen. A few minutes into worship, 

everybody sits down and somebody stands up to read from the Bible. At 

the end, the reader says, “The Word of the Lord.”  Then you and the rest 

of the congregation join in reading or singing a second passage from 

Scripture, a Psalm. Another reading follows, and another “The Word of 

the Lord.” Then, the priest stands with a book, and you and everybody 

else stands, and if there’s a procession, you all turn toward the book. 

(From where I stand, it reminds me of flowers turning toward the sun.) 

And that’s the fourth reading, the Gospel-- the Good News of Jesus 

Christ, the Word of God.  

 These readings of Holy Scripture are set within the context of the 

worship of the faith community. And the words of our worship, as found 

in the Prayer Book, are about 70 percent taken directly or indirectly 
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from the Bible, so that we truly re-hear—rehearse—the whole sweep of 

the Bible in summary form week by week.     

 Whichever Eucharistic Prayer your church uses, you’ll hear words 

like these: “In your infinite love you made us for yourself, and when we 

had fallen into sin and become subject to evil and death, you sent Jesus 

Christ…” (BCP, p. 362 Or, “We give thanks to you, O God, for the 

goodness and love which you have made known to us in creation; in the 

calling of Israel to be your people; in your Word spoken through the 

prophets; and above all in the Word made flesh…” (BCP, p. 368) Or, “At 

your command all things came to be… you brought forth the human 

race…But we turned against you…and we turned against one 

another…Again and again, you called us to return…And in the fullness 

of time you sent your only Son…” (BCP, p. 370) Or, “When our 

disobedience took us far from you, you did not abandon us to the power 

of death. In your mercy you came to our help…Again and again you 

called us into covenant with you…Father, you loved the world so much 

that in the fullness of time you sent your only Son to be our Savior…” 

(BCP, p. 370) 
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 If you come to church regularly for awhile—for three years—you'll 

hear a great deal of the Old Testament and almost all of the New 

Testament, all set within the biblical worship of the Church. We should 

all be biblical scholars by now.        

 But of course, it’s not that simple. There are some big challenges. 

First, few of us are still  in the childhood habit of being read to;  and 

we’re not used to sitting still and listening. Most of us are pretty easily 

distracted, and listening carefully to one Bible reading can be hard, let 

alone four. Second, it's often challenging to figure out what’s being said, 

what’s meant, and what’s happening. In a pretty good book called The 

Good Book, the Rev. Peter Gomes, former chaplain at Harvard, tells of a 

woman who told him, “Listening to the lessons in church (is) like 

eavesdropping on a conversation in a restaurant where (the people at 

the next table) are speaking fluent French, and you’re trying to make 

sense of what they’re saying with your badly remembered French 101.” 

(The Good Book, p. 6) Third, as wonderful a gift to the Church the 3-

year cycle of Sunday readings is (and I’m a big fan), we are getting 

small portions, week by week, and it can be hard to hold on to the 

narrative in the Old Testament or the Gospels, or to keep track of the 
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continuity in the Epistles. Sometimes it feels like we’ve just walked up 

on a conversation that’s been going on a long time. 

 And yet, the proclamation of Scripture is that God’s Word is near 

to us, that it is within reach, accessible for us to hear and to know. The 

biblical theme for this Council, and for 2018, comes from Deuteronomy 

30. The people of God are preparing to enter the Promised Land, and 

they are paused there for a long time—the first 30 of the 34 chapters of 

Deuteronomy—as Moses gives them final reminders for taking to heart 

all that God has spoken to them in the wilderness. They are 

rehearing—rehearsing—the Word of the Lord. And Moses says, “Surely, 

this commandment that I am commanding you this day is not too hard 

for you, nor is it too far away. It is not in heaven, that you should say, 

‘Who will go up to heaven for us, and get it for us so that we may hear it 

and observe it?’ Neither is it beyond the sea, that you should say, ‘Who 

will cross to the other side of the sea for us, and get it for us so that we 

may hear and observe it?’ No, the word is very near you; it is in your 

mouth and in your heart, so that you can do it.” (30:11-14) 

 In keeping with this theme, I’m calling on all of our churches to 

read, study, pray and discuss the entire Bible this year, together and in 
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a systematic way. We will practice some during Council, and then I 

hope you'll be encouraged to encourage fellow church members back 

home to join you in this, so that we may all gain confidence that the 

Word of God is not elusive or obscure or far-off, but very near, and that 

we can not only hear it, but “do it,” responding faithfully to what the 

Lord is saying. 

 When Moses says, “The word is very near to you,” he isn’t talking 

about words in a book or on a scroll, but to the present and powerful 

living Word, the creative and enlivening Breath of God. The Word is not 

somewhere out there—interesting, maybe, but external to our lives—

but up close, even within us. 

 In Scripture, "the word" usually refers to God's revelation, his self-

disclosure. It doesn't usually refer to the written word, but rather to 

God's speaking,  or his messengers' inspired speaking on his behalf. God 

is a God who is always making--what he speaks comes to be. He makes 

creation, he makes us, he makes meaning. Jesus, the incarnate Word, 

preaches the word of God. And the Gospel of Jesus Christ is called the 

Word of God. Jesus speaks the Word and is the Word; what he speaks 

comes to be. 
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 C.S. Lewis wrote that the fundamental purpose of Scripture "is to 

convey God's Word to the reader, who also needs His inspiration. 

(Scripture) carries the Word of God..." (C. S. Lewis on Scripture, p. 84) 

 For those seeking to live faithfully, reading Holy Scripture is 

never just an academic exercise, but a primary means of sustenance in 

our life with God and with one another in Christ. The image of 

Scripture as food is common in the Bible. In a vision, the prophet 

Ezekiel is given a sacred scroll and told, “Take and eat this; and fill 

your stomach  with it." (Ez. 3:1-3) The prophet Jeremiah writes, “Your 

words were found, and I ate them, and your words became to me a joy 

and the delight of my heart.” (Jer. 15:16) And the Psalmist sings, “How 

sweet are your words to my taste! They are sweeter than honey to my 

mouth.” (119:103) 

 To partake of Scripture regularly is to find that we are not only 

“taking it in,” but that it is also taking us in. We find ourselves drawn 

into the landscape of Scripture, no longer spectators or tourists, but 

participants in the biblical story of God and his people. We find that the 

Word leads us to see more clearly our own lives and the life of the 

world.  One reason to read Scripture is so that we won’t easily settle for 
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other notions about life. As we read and do the Word over time, we 

discover that it isn’t so much that Scripture needs our interpretations, 

as it is that all our interpretations—of life, of others, of ourselves—need 

Scripture. Episcopal priest and New Testament scholar, Fleming 

Rutledge, writes, “The right approach is not ‘What questions do I have 

to ask of the Bible?’ but ‘What questions does the Bible have to ask of 

me?’” (The Crucifixion, p. 20) 

 Old Testament scholar, Walter Brueggemann, poses similar 

questions to the whole faith community. "Bible study," he writes, "is not 

a neutral enterprise when it is faithfully done...Serious  Scripture study 

calls one to repentance and invites one to a changed perceptual 

world...Our present danger is not that the Bible should be taken too 

seriously or given too much weight in decision making. Rather, the 

danger is that we will miss its claim and fail to recognize its peculiar 

power and authority in the believing community...(The Bible) is to be 

understood as addressing the church, calling the church to its rightful 

identity and to its proper mission."  (The Bible Makes Sense, p. 111) 

 By calling you and the members of your churches to read and 

study the Bible together, I hope that you will encounter anew God’s 
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Word speaking in and through the words of Scripture, and that Jesus 

Christ, the Word made flesh, will breathe new life into us all, for the 

sake of recalling us to our identity and equipping us for the mission of 

the Kingdom which has been entrusted to us. 

 I realize I’m asking a lot—reading all 66 books of the Bible in a 

year can be daunting. It will take time, serious commitment, and a 

sustained effort. Bishop Lillibridge pointed out to me that if y’all did 

what he asked you to do each year—study one book of the Bible, then 

you only have 54 more to go. Back when I was a young priest, Bishop 

MacNaughton spoke to my people at St. Francis, Victoria, about the 

importance of Bible study, which he had some passion about. And he 

said, in his gentle way, “If you’re too busy for Bible study, you’re too 

damned busy, and you need to figure out what you’re going to quit doing 

so that you have time.” 

 I encourage you to take the time and join in this adventure of 

reading and studying God’s holy Word. Have confidence that the Word 

is not far off; indeed, it is very near to you, upon your lips and in your 

heart.  
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 So let’s begin with the Deuteronomy passage, which is on your 

tables, along with some questions.  

 But first, a word to the clergy: Sit back and relax. You don’t need 

to run up to heaven or cross the sea to bring the living Word back for 

everybody at your table. Don't take over, listen and wait. In other 

words, zip it… 

 


