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When the (Scripture) Going Gets Tough 

How many of you have ever had the experience of wondering how to make technology do 
something, asking someone younger to show you how to do it, and then getting frustrated when 
they just do it, instead of showing you how? This was a frequent occurrence in my house growing 
up, except for I was the one just doing it, and my mother the one wondering how to do it. 
Millenials are what they call digital natives. Just as we all have a native language, we grew up 
speaking computers, if you will. My dad brought home an old computer from work when I was 
in preschool, on which I played mine sweeper and math blaster. For my mom, she was in her 30s 
when she first had a computer in the house. I remember a conversation I had one day with my 
mom, probably when I was in college, where we were talking about how we each approached 
using the computer. If there was something she wanted to do and neither of us knew how, like 
in a video editing software, I would just start messing around until I figured it out. I remember 
her telling me it was weird for her to just use trial and error, because she always had this feeling 
of “what if she messed everything up” when it came to using the computer. She had a fear of 
hitting the wrong button and making everything disappear or crash. For me, I knew it was 
unlikely I would wind up doing anything that couldn’t be fixed by hitting undo, and that it was 
highly unlikely I would hit something that would crash the entire thing. But for my mom, there 
was still something foreign about this thing, it wasn’t intuitive. 

Last weekend, I was having dinner with some friends and we were talking about people’s 
approach to the Bible, especially when it came to reading and interpreting the Bible. It seems that 
more often than not, we have a fear that reminds me of my mom with computers, like we are in 
danger of messing everything up if we say the wrong thing or interpret something the wrong 
way. This may impact us in different ways. For some it may keep them from reading the Bible on 
their own because it can seem hard to understand, which with this morning’s passages is certainly 
a fair point. For others, they may read it, but feel like they don’t understand it, or aren’t willing 
to say much about it, because what if what they say is wrong. There is also often a hesitation to 
go beyond what is written on the page - creativity and reading the Bible don’t seem like a natural 
fit for many of us. What fascinates me about this, and I know there are many historical reasons 
for the changes that led to where we are today, is that this is so incredibly different from how 
rabbis approached the texts of the Hebrew Scriptures, and in some ways, even from how early 
Christians understood things. Early Christians took several hundred years and a lot of political 
maneuverings to iron out how certain things, including the humanity of Jesus, were meant to be 
understood. But it is the practice of midrash, the practice of the ancient rabbis, that I love. “The 
Hebrew word midrash is derived from a root word which means "resort to, seek, seek with care, 
enquire, require," and this is what they did, but they did so in a way where they put forth potential 
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answers. In the margins of the pages, the rabbis wrote stories, commentary, questions. They 
thought about what were the stories behind the stories we read, and these stories are often 
provocative, challenging, opening things up for debate. What happened when Abraham decided 
to leave the ways of his upbringing to go and follow God? One story tells of his smashing the 
idols of his father before he leaves. Did Sarah know when Abraham went to sacrifice Isaac? What 
did she have to say about it? Is it possible that she only found out when they returned, and this 
knowledge killed her? Her death is what follows in Scripture, and we are not given any indication 
of if that was a month or a decade later. Midrash and rabbinic readings "discern value in texts, 
words, and letters, as potential revelatory spaces," writes the Hebrew scholar Wilda C. Gafney. 
"They reimagine dominant narratival readings while crafting new ones to stand alongside—not 
replace—former readings. Midrash also asks questions of the text; sometimes it provides answers, 
sometimes it leaves the reader to answer the questions." Another scholar defines midrash as "a 
Jewish mode of interpretation that not only engages the words of the text, behind the text, and 
beyond the text, but also focuses on each letter, and the words left unsaid by each line." 

Midrash is so incredible to me because it engages the text in a wholly different way, one that 
brings us closer to the text, that engages more of us, including our creativity. It recognizes that 
we can’t mess the whole thing up, and that when we have passages that seem incredibly 
challenging at face value, like this week’s passages, we are allowed to climb into the passages and 
look around and push back and consider what might be going on and explore where there may 
be truths being offered to us. When we read something and think, “what on earth is this talking 
about?” we can ask! And while we do have tools that can help us interpret a text and understand 
the historical context, we can go beyond just the intellectual approach to a text, which while 
important, does not always engage the emotional and spiritual pieces that could be engaged. The 
historical, the academic understandings are important, but so is thinking about how did people 
feel when this occurred, where they terrified, or elated, or baffled?  

I love Hebrews 12:1-2, the great cloud of witnesses, running the race with perseverance, but 
put into its context of following the latter part of Hebrews 11, yikes! The first half of 11, last week’s 
reading, talks of the faith of Abraham and Moses. Then we move into those who came after, and 
then we move into those who were being tortured and suffering and all kinds of horrific sounding 
stuff, and then the comment about their not having received what was promised because Jesus 
hadn’t come yet, something that really does not sit well with me, but was important to the author 
of Hebrews because of who the letter was being sent to. Who would need to hear these words, 
who would they resonate with? Who would want to hear a list of all the ways in which people 
have suffered because of their faith in God? People who were suffering, or risking the potential 
of suffering, for their faith, people who were trying to decide if the costs of being Christian were 
worth it! Something I talk about a lot with students at the Christian Association is being Christian 
on campus, and what that means and looks like, and it can be a difficult road to walk. I imagine 
many of you might be able to relate, from your workplace, your extended family, some place in 
your life. Thankfully I don’t think any of us are being flogged or stoned, though in places around 
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the world there are Christians who are persecuted for their faith still today. While we may not 
experience physical consequences, sharing our faith can lead to people demeaning us, feeling 
superior, you may face questions of how you can believe in something so irrational or illogical. 
While research shows that more professors are spiritual or religious than tend to admit it, there 
are other professors who might ridicule a student for speaking about faith, just as you could have 
a boss who does the same. This text was written as Christianity was taking shape, and probably 
for a group of people who were Jewish Christians, but considering going back to Judaism to 
escape the persecution they might face. Hence the Jewish examples not having received their 
promised reward before Jesus. Today we may struggle with calling ourselves Christians, and 
there has been 2000 years of Christians. I can’t imagine being one of the first. And when I say that, 
I mean to really imagine it, to think of it like you have to write a short story about being an early 
Christian. As you write the story, maybe you’ll find more connections to your own life and 
discipleship, and find ways in which hearing of the suffering of those who came before you 
provides strength.  

If we take the stories of what our lives might have looked like as early Christians, I imagine 
we might hear our Gospel passage this morning a little differently as well. We have stories in 
which it seems like this is true for Jesus, that his own family thinks he is crazy, and on occasion 
try to almost capture him and take him away. Can you imagine what the families of the disciples 
who literally walked away from their fishing nets to follow this sometimes-controversial rabbi 
might have thought? Maybe some of them were interested in what he was teaching, but imagine 
if it were your child. How would you react? Maybe this bringing division describes exactly what 
is going on, and Jesus is affirming the choices of those who chose to follow him. A few years ago, 
a student who had been raised largely secularly, by one agnostic parent and one kind of Christian 
parent, started exploring her own faith, but didn’t want her dad to know, knowing he might be 
angry because of his thoughts on religion. This passage isn’t out of character for Jesus when we 
understand it in the Gospel as a whole - he speaks of the refiners fire when he is baptized, and 
that is what he talks about here too, a fire of purification, not destruction. Jesus is also telling 
people to recognize what is right in front of them: Jesus, and in him, the Kingdom of God. Matt 
Skinner, a New Testament professor, writes that “Luke enjoys using language of sight -- 
perspective and perception -- to indicate our ability to grasp Jesus and what he is all about,” 
which is probably why this image of weather stuck with Luke until he wrote it down, because 
the weather is so visible. Can we see and perceive what Jesus is all about? And when we truly 
change our ways to whole-heartedly follow Jesus, does it create divisions in our own lives that 
we have to wrestle with, maybe even divisions that aren’t bad, but can at times be painful and 
make us sad?  

I realize the rabbis who wrote midrash were religious leaders, but there is much in the practice 
that we can all learn from. You’re not going to break the Bible by jumping in and poking around. 
You probably know a lot more about Scripture than you might realize, giving you a place to start 
from, and between study Bibles and wikipedia, you can also learn a lot. Plus, part of why we do 
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faith in community is so that if you do hit the wrong button, someone is around to help you figure 
out how to get things back the way they are supposed to be. So when you read a narrative style 
story, put yourself into it, as one of the characters, as a by-stander, and engage the story, what do 
you hear, see, smell? What do you feel? I know we’re Presbyterians, and for some of us that’s a 
scary word, but it’s part of what connects us so strongly to the great cloud of witnesses, our 
experiences and feelings as we follow God and Jesus, and the Bible doesn’t explicitly give us 
much of those. When it’s not part of a narrative, ask the questions in and around and behind and 
beyond the passage to see what it might be getting at and explore what kind of situations it may 
speak to. When the Scripture going gets tough, don’t just walk away, as we might be tempted to 
do. Dive in, and swim amongst the text, and see where God meets you.  

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, Amen. 


