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I have to confess, there is a television set at our house, but it’s 
really a monitor; it’s not hooked up to any cables or satellites 
or fiber optics cables that deliver a steady stream of sound and 
images (aka “programming”) into our house.  Don’t get me 
wrong, I don’t consider myself particularly virtuous in not 
having cable, it’s just that nobody in my household has cared 
enough to insist that we consider getting it.   Either they go 
somewhere else to watch, or stream it on their interweb 
devices, or they wait til the stuff they want to watch is available 
some other how. But I did watch some commercial TV back in 
October – an ultimately unsatisfying series of baseball games – 
that arrived in my computer from Boston and St. Louis via 
England. And don’t ask me how. But over there, they will still 
put up with what we, to a large extent, won’t. The commercial 
messages are repeated, the exact same messages, I’m referring 
to, numerous times during a given broadcast. I found it strange 
and vaguely pitiful that somebody thought it might get me to 
buy some product if they repeated the same simplistic, 
sentimental story about a feller just like me who always bought 
that product and was/is/always will be happy/ 
fulfilled/successful as a result. It’s bad enough to be told. “Have 
a Coke and a smile.” But to be told the same thing with the 
same images six times an hour for three hours is bizarre. It’s 
also annoying, patronizing, and for me, counter-productive. 
After three or four viewings of these commercials, just for the 
sake of protest, I will go out of my way to use any other 
product than the one that’s been shoved down my gullet over 
and over.   

Let’s face it, sometimes our Bible stories can seem like this. 
Instead of being prodded, reminded and steered towards a 
formulaic way of thinking, praying, remembering, worshipping 



and witnessing the events and rudiments and wisdom of our 
faith traditions, we want to take things for ourselves and work 
up some of our own motivation,  Sure, we love to tell the old, 
old stories of Jesus and his love. But we don’t – can’t – have 
personal relations with the stories, or be accountable for the 
wisdom they contain, if they consist merely of regular rote 
repetition. We can become sentimental and habituated by 
hearing and doing things over and over, the way people who 
are trying to sell us things want us to feel about their beer or 
their car or their hamburger, but it’s only by investigation, 
domestication and permutation that we will own and love our 
newly born identities as the ones who walk in love. 

Today’s psalm for example, comprises an improvisation or 
stream of consciousness coming from somebody whose 
awareness of the scope of God’s love is expanding. It contains 
repetition and variation on the theme of: “Praise God – 
Everybody and Everything.” It is beautiful and meditative and 
soothing to read or say or chant psalms like this, but the 
practice only addresses or stimulates a portion of our 
proclivity towards God; it only satisfies part of our hunger.  

There are spiritual vitamins and minerals in repetitive 
psalmody, in the hymns we sing and the rituals and traditions 
we observe – no doubt. But in order to truly flourish, we also 
crave personal identification, understanding and enterprise 
based on our own individual experience of the ongoing, often 
ephemeral and mostly ironic phenomenon of faith. The great 
miracle of Jesus, as we have seen more than once in the past 
few weeks, is the way God’s nature comes to complete fruition 
through a single life.  

Here is Isaiah: I will recount the gracious deeds of the Lord 
because of all that the Lord has done for us, and the great favor 
to the house of Israel that God has shown us according to the 



abundance of his steadfast love. For he said, it was no 
messenger or angel but God’s very own presence that saved 
them; in whose love and pity they were redeemed.  God’s very 
own presence, in our very own family. And what does the letter 
to the Hebrews say? “ Who had to become like his brothers and 
sisters in every respect, in order to become a merciful and 
faithful high priest in the service of God, to make a sacrifice of 
atonement for the sins of the people.” Because God’s very self 
was tested by suffering, the rest of us who are being tested will 
never be alone. 

The horrible saga of King Herod’s attempt to assassinate Jesus 
by the mass murder of every infant in the neighborhood is not 
just memorable drama – it is that too – it is further evidence 
that Jesus’ life took place in a particular locality and time; the 
life was subject to the worst behavior and conditions human 
culture has come up with. It is proof that every life has value 
and merit and relevance, no matter the context in which it 
takes place. Whatever our individual context, whatever we’re 
going through, is just as important as if we were perfect. The 
prophecy is fulfilled, not only by the life of Jesus, but by the 
circumstances and passions and strivings of every life lived in 
the desire for goodness, no matter how humble, or brief, or 
faltering. Immanuel means God is with us, permanently. 

This ever changing, ever new identity God rejoices to inhabit 
when we respond to the invitation: “Fear not!” This identity of 
God is as colorful and nuanced and surprising as the family of 
humankind. Walt Whitman, for all his wondrous genius, was 
nevertheless convinced that the idea of God describes only part 
of the picture of love . He really wanted to write about 
something other than or beyond God. But when we read his 
poem, To You, the only way it seems to make sense is if we 
admit, accept and rejoice in the truth: This is not a comparison 
to God, it’s a description of God, whose only desire is that the 



creatures of Creation flourish, each in its own way. This is 
God’s lullaby to us, through the skeptical pen of the bard. 

To You (abridged) by Walt Whitman 

Whoever you are, now I place my hand upon you, that you be  
my poem,  
I whisper with my lips close to your ear,  
I have loved many women and men, but I love none better 
than  
you.  
  
O I have been dilatory and dumb,  
I should have made my way straight to you long ago,  
I should have blabb'd nothing but you, I should have chanted  
nothing but you.  
  
I will leave all and come and make the hymns of you,  
None has understood you, but I understand you,  
None has done justice to you, you have not done justice to  
yourself,  
None but has found you imperfect, I only find no imperfection 
in you,  
None but would subordinate you, I only am the one who will 
never consent to subordinate you,  
I only am the one who places over you no master, owner, 
better, God, beyond what waits intrinsically in yourself.  
 
There is no virtue, no beauty in man or woman, but as good is  
in you,  
No pluck, no endurance in others, but as good is in you,  
No pleasure waiting for others, but an equal pleasure waits for  
you.  
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