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The symbols in today’s texts make us realize how undomesticated, uncanny, and scary it is to peer into the religious depths to see God.  I ask you to trust to those symbols for the moment, give yourselves over to them, as we try to say the unspeakable. The good news of the Christian gospel cannot be heard without acknowledging first the depths of where we are.  I think of the song, “Deep river, my home is over Jordan; deep river, Lord: I want to cross over into campground.” Know it or not, our texts tell us that we are launched over a deep river, beating toward the shores of campground.  This is a religious voyage, an journey of the spirit.  It is more than moral, more than psychological, more than political, more than family prosperity, more than personal fulfillment, more than getting by, more than survival, more than everlasting life.  This voyage beats to the shore of God's vast holiness, its unmeasured power, and what it does to us.  What God’s holiness does, is to measure our folly and to call us out further over the deep.  God's holiness calls us out over the abyss of the deep river where the fragile rafts of our structured lives are as nothing to the wild winds, waves, and downward pulls.  The texts from Exodus and Matthew fairly rattle in their shaky attempts to represent God's terrifying holiness in terms of the human story.


Consider the Exodus story of the golden calf.  It is, of course, a story of taking and betraying responsibility in holy matters.  What struck me reading it and the surrounding material this time is the lame effort of the author to soften matters with humor.  So at the beginning of the text for today, when Moses was delayed on the mountain, the people said, "as for this Moses, the man who brought us up out of the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him." Moses was blamed both for leading them into the desert and for being inattentive, as if they had no responsibility themselves.  Up on the mountain Moses got it from the other side.  "The Lord said to Moses, 'Go down at once! Your people, whom you brought up out of the land of Egypt, have acted perversely."  As if the burning bush, the plagues, the Red Sea passage, and the pillars of fire and cloud were all Moses' doing.  Moses quickly passed the people back to God saying, "O Lord, why does your wrath burn hot against your people, whom you brought out of the land of Egypt with great power and with a mighty hand?"  Back in the camp, Aaron, the Super Wimp, assumed that if his brother, Moses, was gone, so was God; he acceded to the wishes of the people for a home-made god and created the golden calf.  The text is clear that he made the calf himself. Yet later, in a passage after the text for today (Exodus 32:24), when Moses confronted Aaron, Aaron said "I threw [the gold jewelry] into the fire and out came this calf!"


Poor Aaron should have known more about fire, for it marks the unlimited holiness of God.  He missed the encounter with God in the burning bush.  But he was at Sinai when Moses first went up, according to Exodus 19, and the people were warned not to touch the mountain, and the Lord descended in fire, and smoke shrouded the mountain like a kiln, and the mountain shook and sounded like a trumpet louder and louder, and the people could not come close or the Lord would "break out against them."  God is always on the verge of breaking out of the constrictions of a finite meeting to consume those who get too close.


Now Moses succeeded in rebottling God's wrath about the golden calf by saying the Egyptians would make fun of a liberating God who consumed his own people, and by reminding God of the promises to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  That is, Moses argued that if God is indeed going to enter finite history and care for particular people there will have to be a deliberate self-delimitation of the divine.  The outcome of the golden calf story, which is told in the next chapter, is that God sends the people of Israel on to the promised land guarded by an angel but without his own presence as up to then. "Go up to a land flowing with milk and honey; but I will not go up among you, or I would consume you on the way, for you are a stiff-necked people."  


We have tended to draw only half the inferences from this story.  We have noted that God's wrath is negotiable and that with domesticated substitutes we can be led to the promised land.  From this many have gone on to infer that God's wrath is a psychologically harmful fiction and that God's goodness without wrath will build up ego strength and lead to self-fulfillment.  We hang on the anthropomorphic conversation between Moses and God and approach God as a friendly interlocutor with whom to bargain for prosperity and justice.  And in this we define ourselves as dependent children whose God is equal parts parent and therapist.  The specifically  Christian version of this is all those faint Christologies for which Jesus is a distant and domestic substitute for the holy God.  So many of us want not the Holy God in Jesus but a safe angel, an enlightened, human, non-scary, moral guide. 


But a half-truth is a dangerous falsehood. For, the Holy God who talks to us does so out of fire and smoke and we are in constant danger that God will break out against us. The presence of the infinite God to a finite folk is a terrifying miracle.  Finite things tend to burst when God indwells, and God scarce remembers to fit.  The depth of God's holy fire is infinite.  God's saving grace, God's boundless love, God's forgiving mercies mean nothing important unless we receive them from the firey abyss over which we are suspended in our foolishness and evasions as from a spider's thread.


But firey abyss and deep river are the same, fire and water, both names of God.  And we are being carried across God's holiness, scary as that is.  For Christians the raft across the Jordan is Jesus, and we need to attend to his parable.


Jesus' metaphor for holiness is the wedding feast, with its eating, drinking, and dancing.  Those who have been to Jewish weddings know how important the dancing is as the dancers carry the bride and groom around the symbolic circle of life, fertility, and death.  Many things are going on in Jesus' parable.  The king is like God, his son is like the Christ, and no bride is mentioned. The guests called to participate in the wedding are the people whose tradition is this king's kingdom.  They have become jaded and go about business as usual, resorting to violence to silence the call from the king.  So the king makes his invitation universal; here is an oblique reference to the fact that the people of Israel, from whom Jesus took his sense of identity and the symbols of his teachings, largely rejected him, and his gospel then became directed to gentiles. But one of the strangers called still does not get the point of the royal wedding and is cast into the outer darkness.  


Notice that Jesus' king does not negotiate, as Yahweh did on Sinai. Jesus's parable is resolutely uncompromising.  What is arresting about the story is not merely that God extends salvation universally, although Christians have tended to congratulate themselves on this and use it as a subtle gesture of anti-Semitism.  What is arresting is the seriousness of the wedding feast, the seriousness of salvation.  Here is the New Testament's most famous symbol for the torments of hell--weeping and gnashing of teeth--applied not to some axe-murderer, drug-dealer, warmonger, or embezzling banker but to a poor schlub who did not dress right.  When confronted he did not lie like Aaron or beg forgiveness but stood speechless; he did not know what he did wrong and probably never knew what happened to him or why.  This is not right ritual, not just desserts, not empathic suffering.  This is the religious substance of the spirit.  Jesus is tougher than Moses.  His parable is painful to people whose God is the tame angel.


Jesus says come to the feast, it is your very being. Do not go about business as usual, your spirit is at stake.  Do not destroy those who call you, for there is no life without the feast. Do not blunder to the wedding without the right garment, for you are about to meet your God.  Do not fail to be attentive because all else is outer darkness with weeping and gnashing of teeth.  The king of the banquet is the Holy One of Israel before whom foolishness is disaster and whose celebration is the joy of heaven.


How hard this parable is for us, how terrifying, how despairing!  For we are nothing if not foolish, unfit, unready, wrongly dressed, distracted, busy, evasive, sinful, wicked, mean-hearted, sucking after golden calves, and on good days cheerfully searching out tame angels.  How can we stand before the Holiness that deigns to contract itself in fire and smoke, shaking the foundations of mountains with the sound of ever louder trumpets?  One whiff of that smoke, our knees turn to reeds and we cry out for domesticated gods or, which is the same thing, we despair.


Now the Good News makes sense.  God has come to us not only in the temporary transfigurations of mountains with fissured containment of divine power but in the person of Jesus, the preacher of parables.  Wholly a man, wholly Holy God, Jesus came to us foolish, sinful, idolatrous people with the invitations to the banquet.  The invitations say things like I AM the Holy Fire who loves you in your obsessions, your addictions, your dependencies, your weakness, your hysterias, your flights, and evasions.  I AM the Deep River who loves you in your pain when you fall ill, break bones, lose your house, are devastated by war, oppressed by want, by madness, by failure, grow old, are left behind, and creep to death.  I AM the Abyss who loves you when creating and destroying you, spinning you a short time for living, shutting down projects before completion, making vain your works, partial your justice, and time-bound your vision.  I AM the Creator who loves you when you cannot come to me, when you cannot stand before me, when you have no strength, nor courage, nor resolution, nor acceptance of the infinite with the finite, nor capacity to put aside the idolatries by which you seek to diguise your fear from yourself.  


These invitations of love are not on paper but in persons.  First in the person of Jesus and then in the persons of his disciples.  They have to be delivered individually on the street corners, and to make them convincing the bearer often has to suffer greatly to illustrate the love.  But these lovers, this Jesus and his band, are not just ordinary lovers with ordinary sufferings.  They use ordinary love conveyed to ordinary people to contain the holy presence of God, Creator and Redeemer.  What shook Sinai to its foundations with blazes, smoke, and the rumbles of destruction fits neatly into Jesus and those in whom his spirit dwells. The incarnation means God fits in people as God cannot fit in mountains.


The lesson to be drawn from this is not relief at the meek humble humanity of Jesus but holy terror at this man who is God inviting us home.  Jesus is the scariest man who ever lived with his awesome invitations to the banquet.


But of course Jesus does not begin scary.  He comes first as friend and healer, story teller and teacher, advocate and bringer of cheer.  He comes as we are prepared to receive him and works with who we are.  Only after living with his love for a while does it dawn on us who we have.  Only after we have begun to respond do we see that we have been given an invitation from the Shaker of Mountains, from the Divine Fire, from the Deep River, from the Abyss of creation. And then we are properly afraid. 


"The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom."  Anyone who claims to have met God's love and is not terrified is either faking, self-deluded, or in for a big surprize. St. Augustine said that the process of holiness is the transformation of fear of God into love of God.  Fear of divine holiness is the stuff out of which love for God is made.  Love for God that does not rise out of fear is fake. It is rather love of a golden calf or a tame angel or a domestic Jesus.  Jesus is wild, untamed, the bridegroom carried on the cosmic dance.


For, the feast to which we are called, the love for God to which we are summoned, is Holiness itself. We are invited into the Holy Fire where our obsessions, addictions, dependencies, weakness, hysterias, flights, and evasions will be purged as dross by God's refining fire and turned to virtue.  We are invited by the Deep River to abandon the sufferings of our illnesses, broken bones, loss of home, ravages of war, want, madness, failure, aging, abandonment, and death to the grace of God in whose life we are brought home.  We are invited by the Abyss to embrace our creation and destruction, our short-life allotment, the frustration of our projects, the vanity of our works, our partial justice, our time-bound vision because our finite life arises from the infinite in whom we live and move and have our being.  We are invited to stand before divine holiness despite our foolishness by the Creator who gives us divine strength, the courage of sanctity, the resolution of Christ's heart, the vision of the finite and infinite together, and the heart to live before God. 


We are called to love God with the wildness of Jesus, to dance through the Fire, through the River, through the Abyss, into the Creator.  We are called to the wild love that steps to the edge of the everyday dark and throws itself into the light with the confidence of the children of God.  We are called to follow the Bridegroom Dancer whose dance gives flesh to the Holy. We are called to dance God's steps that touch Terror and Love and consume us.  


There is no more serious holy business than this, and all our other business is transfigured in this feast.  To ignore the invitation is to be half-dead and to die, and to come without attention is to meet only the Terror, not the Love. When you stand at the edge, and the Light comes up that ever brightens but does not blind, step off into the vastness of the divine Abyss, come through the Fire and Smoke, push out across the Deep River, for your Creator calls you with a Love that receives you wildly and makes you holy.  For we have met this love, we have touched its source, and we live to pass it on.  John wrote, "What we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands, concerning the word of life--we declare to you what was from the beginning" (I John 1:1).  The God who calls in Love and appears in terrible Holiness, lifts up those who risk divinity into divine Love with glory.  This is life. This is the gospel.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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