Shaping Our Imaginations

Rev. Heather Kirk-Davidoff



    Kittamaqundi Community Church

November 2, 2008






              Joshua 3:7-17


For forty years, since this church began, the Bible has been at the heart of our community.  Our worship services arise out of a small group’s study and reflection on the scripture passages assigned by the lectionary for each Sunday, and each individual member of this church is asked to make a personal commitment to studying scripture on a regular basis on his or her own.  Over the years, there have been classes about particular books of the Bible such as Job, classes about the Old Testament and the New Testament, and even a year-long class about the entire Bible.  All of these actions clearly demonstrate that the Bible really is central to our life together, but the funny thing is we rarely talk about why that is the case.  Why is the Bible so important?  


That’s a charged question, isn’t it?  Maybe we avoid addressing that question directly here because we know that there is absolutely no consensus among Christians in the world about why the Bible matters, and there may not be consensus in our community either.  But I think this morning’s service, as well as many like it over the years, says a great deal about why we as a community value the Bible.  I’d like to make explicit a few things which I think are implicit points of agreement within this church.


If you imagine that Christians can be placed on a line according to how they read the Bible, you might put at the far right end of that line those who hold to a strictly literal reading of the Bible.  Those are the people who have the bumper stickers that read, “God said it, I believe it, that’s the end of it.”  If the Bible says the world was created in seven days, then that’s what happened.  If the Bible says that women should not speak in church but should save their questions to ask their husbands once they get back home, then that’s the way it should be.  Obviously, we’re not that kind of church.


At the other end of the line, there are Christians who would read the Bible as one book among many inspired books, perhaps even a bit less inspired than some other authors who haven’t weighed down their text with so many stories of war and suffering and dysfunctional families.   We’re not that kind of church, either.  If we were, we’d change our commitment to be “Read regularly from things you find helpful and disregard the things that aren’t.”


We can affirm, I’m sure, that we as a church aren’t on either end of that line.  But what does it mean to be in the middle?  Here’s where we get into trouble—it’s hard to find compelling language to describe a middle position.  I think a big part of the problem is that we’ve too often framed this conversation in terms of authority.  Because one end argues that the Bible is the ONLY authority on anything and the other side spends a lot of time undermining the Bible’s authority on anything, the folks in the middle end up saying that the Bible has authority on some things but not on others.  And if it’s up to us to judge when it has authority and when it doesn’t, then it really doesn’t have any authority.  We’re the judge of truth, not the Bible, and the Bible becomes a source of quotes to back up what we would believe anyway. 


I think a lot of the arguments that rage over the Bible would be aided if we had a much richer, much deeper understanding of authority.  Believing that every word is literally true is not the only way to recognize the authority of the Bible.  Following every rule, observing every one of the over 600 commandments in the Bible is not the only way to recognize its authority.  Authority is not just about issuing orders, and recognizing authority is not just about obeying commands.  The things that have authority in our lives don’t just boss us around.  They can exercise authority by shaping our environment, shaping our desires, and most importantly, shaping our imaginations.  When we expand our understanding of authority, suddenly there’s a lot more room in the middle on that line.


When our Worship Task Group started talking about this story from the book of Joshua, a story that none of us were particularly familiar with, we began by trying to understand the scene that the passage described.  As we tried to picture what it looked like to pile up water in a “heap” something started to happen.  Our imaginations got engaged.  We started to imagine what it felt like to stand at the edge of that river, what it felt like to stick your feet in it while carrying the Ark, this beautiful thing that must not be dropped.  Then we started to imagine what it felt like to come to the end of a forty-year journey only to meet one more obstacle.  And then we thought of times in our lives when we felt like that, and we thought of the way we felt that way right now.  


And then, something interesting happened.  We remembered, just like the Israelites must have done, that God had already brought them across one impassable body of water.  That experience, even though most of them wouldn’t have been born at the time that it happened, must have given them strength.  And then, we thought of what it meant to them to be finally able to see the promised land after forty years of wandering.  And we found ourselves advising the Israelites to remember what God had done for them in the past, and to focus on God’s promise to them, and to just take that step into the water.  And as we advised them, we found ourselves moving our own feet.  And we found ourselves advising each other.  We found ourselves saying, here’s how you can take a step in hope, here’s how you can move forward despite the evidence, here’s how the evidence will change as you do.


That’s what it means to have your imagination be taken captive by a story, by an image.  It’s not an experience that you can only have in Worship Task Group, either.  It happens to us every day.  There are plenty of images out there that will shape our ways of understanding our life and times, images that will tell us what to hope for and what to believe in or what not to believe in.  For this whole past month, the Washington Post has featured pictures of bankers with their heads in their hands in despair.  This past Wednesday there was a whole retrospective on Black Tuesday, when the Stock Market crashed in 1929 complete with pictures of people standing in long lines outside of banks hoping to retrieve their money.  Did any of you see that?  Did any of you feel a drop in your stomach when you saw that?  Those pictures don’t just inform our understanding of history—they also shape our view of the present.  And if we’re not careful, they can start to erode our hopefulness, erode our sense of trust.  


To stay hopeful, to keep trusting, we need other stories.  We need to let our imagination be captured by some other images.  Not fairy tale stories, not images of other worldly escapes, but stories that are as gritty and flawed as we are but which remind us of things that have been true long before we were around, and things that will lead us forward, even though it is frightening to keep moving.  Those stories help us to know that God is with us—not just because they say so, and we give their words authority.  But because they shape our imaginations in such a way that we begin to see the world differently.  We take different evidence into account.


Thank God for the promises, thank God for the covenant, that has shaped and guided our lives.  And thank God for the stories, the images, the scriptures, that capture our imagination and keep us moving.
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