
Big Cat Country – Proper 18A 

This Hebrew Bible theology is, all too often, pretty 
murky stuff. One especially incomprehensible theme is 
that of the punishing, angry god, who reaches out and 
hurts people when they don’t behave. So if we are to 
gain insight and direction from these stories, about how 
to follow a life course that winds its way in the general 
direction of goodness, we can’t simply pretend the 
stories make sense. We can’t just read them with our 
fingers crossed. Neither can we dismiss them out of 
hand as the ravings of a primitive, ignorant culture 
whom we, in our wisdom have superceded. We have to 
tackle them and glean what we can, while 
acknowledging that we can never fully grasp the depth 
of their meanings. 

Some things that will help in this undertaking are worth 
bearing in mind -- pun intended; which is to say 
undertakers have the job of seeing the dead peacefully 
laid to rest. And to undertake the decoding of ancient 
scripture might be understood as helping us become 
more at peace with our human condition, so we can 
both live and die a little happier. In this enterprise, we 
are our own undertakers, so to speak, but I digress. 

 It helps to remain aware that most of the metaphors in 
the Hebrew Bible are not explained. Or, if they are 
explained, it’s done briefly, cryptically, in some other 
chapter or book, or all of the above.  Unlike the New 
Testament, wherein Jesus uses all kinds of vibrant 



imagery, but also provides clear and concise 
explanations of his most salient points, there are plenty 
things in the Old Testament that lots of people still don’t 
even begin to agree on.  It helps to remember that all 
these stories were passed along orally, and then written 
down in languages and communities that are not 
around anymore. As adept and insightful and scientific 
as biblical archaeologists are, the vast majority of the 
information about the sources and settings of the Bible 
are (however intelligently) speculative.  Much of the 
New Testament is, of course also murky in its specific 
origins, but the Christian movement has, at least been 
continuous. And the historical events and theological 
themes depicted in these later books are far more 
specific and focused. 

Finally, we as Christian followers have the luxury of a 
go-to guy for all of our questions about what doesn’t 
make sense. Jesus was very good about reiterating his 
purpose and nature in sojourning on the ground in 
Palestine: He came to fulfill the law.  And he 
conveniently offered a short and sweet synopsis of what 
the law means: Love God with everything you’ve got; 
love your neighbor as yourself. If we are inclined to take 
Jesus word for thing, we have to conclude that if there’s 
anything in the entire Bible that doesn’t seem to jibe 
with this couplet, we will have to keep a-pondering until 
we get it.  

So, for example, the jealous, angry god who destroys 
those who don’t behave. We might begin by noticing 



that, in the later texts, the New Testament, God doesn’t 
actually say that much. God is not quoted very often. 
“You are my child, my beloved, with you I am well 
pleased,” and “This is my child, my beloved, listen to 
him” are the big ones. Throughout the Hebrew Bible, on 
the other hand, the word of God frequently comes to 
prophets who, in turn pass along the message to 
whomever will listen. I am not here to tell you that 
these fellers were making all of it up; that is way above 
my pay grade. But I will suggest that these stories make 
a lot more sense in the light of what Jesus taught if we 
think of them as attempts on the part of holy, mystical, 
passionately observant spiritual leaders to cajole, 
dispute with and scare the daylights out of the people of 
Israel in an effort to get them to undertake the living of 
more peaceful lives and the dying of more peaceful 
deaths. 

It isn’t useful to talk about the jealousy, anger and 
violence of God unless, in every breath we reiterate that 
God always provides a full and even extravagant 
antidote to whatever punishment or catastrophe 
threatens. Whatever Israel experienced in the way of 
ugliness, it was to be contrasted with beauty. Jesus 
comes along to make that clear. Even death, an unjust 
and excruciating death provides an opportunity for 
contrast with glorious life.  

A couple of weeks ago, Nancy talked about awareness 
and observation. Our stories today are very much in 
that same vein. If we turn away from our nonsensical, 



yet amazingly tenacious habit of thinking of God as a 
big, powerful boss, we can have a far better chance of 
learning from the prophet. What at first sounds like a, 
God says, “Don’t make me mad” scenario provided by 
Ezekiel, is really an attempt on the his part to raise the 
people’s awareness that God is reality; God is truth, 
both mysterious and good. It is we who are not 
consistently in touch with God, not God who is negligent 
of us.  

In both Hebrew and Greek, the words we translate as 
‘sin’ stem from hunting images: shooting arrows and 
missing what you’re aiming at.  Actions not meeting 
intentions are what get you in trouble. This is primeval 
stuff. I tell you what, if you sharpen up a long piece of 
hard wood, and sneak up on a sabre toothed tiger, 
you’ve got pretty much one throw. Cuz that tiger is 
liable to get a little miffed if it knows you’re throwing 
sharp sticks at it and lives to respond. Let me digress 
once more. (show and tell with the Masai lion spear).  
So, if sin is missing the target, then the wages of sin as 
death is a concept that now becomes much clearer. 

God is reality. God is truth. We can stand to remind 
ourselves of this fact of life that the ancients 
understood. What made the Israelites spiritual people, 
and why Jesus is so adamant about fulfilling, not  
abolishing their frame of reference, their laws, was the 
growing awareness that their inner eyes beheld far 
more vast horizons than was possible for the flesh.  



The limitless possibilities of mutual care, nurture, 
affection, encouragement, entertainment and artistic 
expression they discovered went far beyond the 
boundaries of any one life. This was a dimension of 
reality that had not been acknowledged, much less 
explored or celebrated in ages, since the dawn of cities 
and so-called civilization. The religion of Israel sought 
an escape from enslavement to self, and a return to the 
freedom of mutuality.  

The reality of God, the God who is the reality of Creation 
does bring death, yes, in the sense that death is part of 
reality. But reality also offers a vast universe that can 
only be imagined and explored when we turn our 
attentions outward and away from our own brevity. 
“‘Make no provision for the flesh.’ means ‘By God’s 
grace, turn from your self-absorption,’ writes David 
Bartlett.  

How, then shall we approach this universal reality? In as 
many ways as there are of us. Matthew’s formula for 
resolving church disputes is just a small, but telling 
example. Basically he says, if you have a problem with 
somebody, seek ye first the Kingdom of God, then look 
for resolution. Talk it out, try to reconcile, keep the 
problem as small as you can; preserve the relationship 
by being mindful of the other’s condition. They have 
missed the target; don’t sabretooth them. And in the 
sublimely ironic vein of Jesus’ descriptions of the 
Kingdom, if all else fails, treat them as you would an 
outsider or an enemy, which is to say welcome, clothe, 



feed, shelter and pray for them. For the true working 
principle of God’s reality is that the vastness of the 
universe beyond all forms of death can always be seen 
in the eyes of the one before you. Anything else, and 
we’re liable to be spiritual lion bait. 


