(Commentary on the First Reading by Anathea Portier-Young)
I admit that I’ve not usually felt as though I understand well the Ezekiel writings… but some of the phrases of today’s first reading caught my attention… I thought there were aspects of today’s first reading that might connect well with St. John’s at this time.

During some research on the text I read a commentary by Anathea Portier-Young… she is an Old Testament professor at Duke Divinity School in North Carolina.

Since her writing helped me make better sense of the text I shall draw very heavily upon her commentary in today’s sermon.

Much of what I’ll say will be direct quotation or close paraphrase.

Today’s first reading begins with an interesting phrase as concerning the land of Israel… "The parents have eaten sour grapes, and the children's teeth are set on edge" (Ezekiel 18:1).
That is… the parents do the action – eat sour grapes – but it is the kids who experience the “sourness” – their teeth are set on edge.
It seems a popular saying in Ezekiel's time and perhaps a dangerous saying because of what it implies and means.
The danger is that the thinking of the saying, Ezekiel 18 claims, has the effect of leading people from recoverable sickness to death itself.
These simple words are seducing God’s people toward surrender, to resignation… to just giving up, because in the face of the current (and horrible) pain (the exile) they can see no way out. 
Instead of asking what they could change in themselves or their circumstances, the saying declares that they have no choice: suffering and eventual defeat is the only option available. 
And the circumstances are blamed on what others did long ago… such as: “we are merely a product of actions by others before us.”
The text of Ezekiel 18 refutes the deadly, despairing proverb with logic that sounds harsh, but in fact holds out life-giving grace. 
Before we can understand what was at stake in refuting the proverb, we need to get behind it and understand the situation more. 
The problem concerns not individuals, but the land of Israel… the people of God… the community... the whole of community.

Imagine the historic event of Israel’s exile (6th century BCE).

We are in Babylonia (modern day Iraq), among the first wave of exiles from Israel.

This Jewish community, now in Babylonia, has been forcibly deported from Judah, from "the land of Israel”… from their familiar community.

After a violent and bloody siege, the people were forced to walk hundreds of miles as captives, humiliated on this journey to Babylonia only to be ruled in the land of their captors… the Exile.

The flood plain of the Euphrates & Tigris Rivers where they are forced to settle is a far cry from the hills of Judah they had left behind. 
But their concern for the land of Israel extended beyond their humiliation, beyond their loss, beyond their longing: they had left loved ones behind… and their homeland was still in danger. 
The holy city and temple, once thought to be inviolate, would not withstand the great Babylonian empire forever. 
Babylon had not finished routing out and defeating Judah, and Ezekiel promised them that Jerusalem's hour was coming… even more suffering would happen.

This is all too much for God’s people. 
They simply “can not” be deserving what they are suffering. 
Like typical predestination theology, it is seen that if God is as powerful as Ezekiel claims, they reasoned that God must have then willed these disasters. 
God must have brought exile and destruction as… what... punishment for sins… like is promised by the prophets. 
But whose sins? 
The exiles in Babylonia become convinced that it isn't their fault: they were paying the price for the crimes of generations past… the “parents” of the “sour grapes” saying mentioned already.

You see, the thrust of this “sour grapes” saying absolves Ezekiel's contemporaries from any responsibility for their current situation.
They point their blaming finger far into the past and moan about picking up the pieces after earlier generations had made a mess of things. 
In this Ezekiel text, God cuts them short… verses 1-4 of Ezekiel 18:

1 The word of the Lord came to me: 2 What do you mean by repeating this proverb concerning the land of Israel, "The parents have eaten sour grapes, and the children's teeth are set on edge"? 3 As I live, says the Lord God, this proverb shall no more be used by you in Israel. 4 Know that all lives are mine; the life of the parent as well as the life of the child is mine: it is only the person who sins that shall die.
God's speech grounds their responsibility in the fact that God is a living God, dynamic as the wind itself, engaged in the present life of the people just as much as God had been in their past. 
"All lives are mine," says God… the parents, yes, and also the children… and you… and your current community. 
The life of this present generation is God's, and what God brings into the present is for them and about them. 
They can stop looking back, and start looking around. 
They need to “let go” of that beyond themselves… for now is their moment with God. 
The lectionary text skips from verse 4 to verse 25… lots of verses. 
In these skipped verses we hear further underscored the responsibility of the present generation. 
Ezekiel undercuts any illusions that they are the righteous children they claim to be who are suffering for the crimes of unrighteous parents… or previous generations. 
If they suffer for crimes, the crimes are their own. 
But for precisely that reason God always provides a way out, a way forward… and it isn’t by continuing attitude and behavior as usual.

The prophet now begins to point the way forward through repentance… repentance being the way out of death toward life. 
Repentance, remember, is a familiar word that means something like, “choose to stop… and go a different direction.”

Repentance implies thoughtful choice, foundational change, and redirection.
So, it is true that the wicked can turn from sin and live. 
At the same time, it is true that the righteous can fall from virtue and diminish in life vitality… even die. 
The text claims that crimes and merits of the past will not weigh in the balance of present and future.

But, the people cry, this word of God can't be right. 
Picking up the first reading at verse 25:

25 Yet you say, "The way of the Lord is unfair." Hear now, O house of Israel: Is my way unfair? Is it not your ways that are unfair? 26 When the righteous turn away from their righteousness and commit iniquity, they shall die for it; for the iniquity that they have committed they shall die. 27 Again, when the wicked turn away from the wickedness they have committed and do what is lawful and right, they shall save their life. 28 Because they considered and turned away from all the transgressions that they had committed, they shall surely live; they shall not die. 29 Yet the house of Israel says, "The way of the Lord is unfair." O house of Israel, are my ways unfair? Is it not your ways that are unfair?

The charge against God is that God is not dealing honestly. 
Shouldn't all crimes and merits be weighed in the balance against one another?
We tend to be quick to think in this way as well.

Instead, God's focus is on the present toward a new future… and that focus would throw out a lifetime of virtue, or a lifetime of sin, letting them count for nothing in the scales of judgment.
This is a profound concept about the grace in the God of Israel.

God's answer is that God's measures are certainly in order. 
It is the people of Israel who are using faulty measures. 
They are willing to throw away their own life in what is only apparent defeat, and life is worth everything.
God turns the charge around to show that it is not about fairness after all. 
It is about the ultimate value: life. 
God holds out life to the house of Israel. 
The one way to life is not by atoning for someone else's sins: that is no kind of life, and it is not their responsibility. 
The way to life is simple: as we hear at the conclusion of the first reading of Ezekiel 18: "Repent and turn then… and live". 

Now, a last point to consider… and a very important point in terms of congregational life… 

Ezekiel 18 has frequently been made to proclaim a gospel of individual responsibility that verges toward modern individualism… it’s all about me, myself, and I.

I remember a Paul Stooky monologue… he looks at emerging magazines in the 60’s and 70’s.

There is “LIFE” magazine… wow… life… all of life.

Then there is “PEOPLE”, part of life… not all of life… just part.

Then there is “US”… not you… us.

Then came out “SELF”… nobody else, just… self.

He wondered whether another magazine would emerge simply called, “ME”!!!!!

Interpreting this text toward the individual doesn't square with the text, where we repeatedly hear the address: "O house of Israel." 
The life God wills is the life of the community.

In this modern time period where individuism is so primary… this text  calls us to re-embed the modern individual into community life.

And so we ask… how have our communities and our generation abdicated responsibility for our collective choices… and instead adopting a pretense of powerlessness?  (I can’t do anything…)
What might this say about the life and ministry of St. John’s?

It is easier to imagine that we can't do anything to change what appears to be broken, weak, ebbing away. 
But, as the text proclaims, “What a lack of faith! What a lack of imagination!  What an ignoring of strengths, resources and options!”
God calls this church, this congregation, this generation, this people of God to stop making excuses, and stop hiding behind other people's mistakes. 
(See… these are some of the more harsh aspects of Ezekiel’s message.)

We are to turn our honest gaze on ourselves… as in community… and repent now, making life itself our ultimate value… building community and thus building the people of God.
In so responding to God’s call in this way, life awaits… life emerges anew… possibilities turn into new unfolding realities.

Hymn 517 – Lord, Keep Us Steadfast in Your Word – Martin Luther
In 1541 it appeared as if Sultan Suleiman and his Turkish army might overrun Germany.

They’d already taken Hungary and were threatening Vienna.

Pastors were urged to “PRAY” for Germany’s protection.

Martin Luther prepared a special service and included this hymn in the service.

The original words were a bit different than what we’ll sing… this is an approximate English translation of the original:


Lord, keep us in thy word and work,
Restrain the murderous Pope and Turk,
Who fain would tear from off thy throne
Christ Jesus, thy beloved son.

You see, Luther consistently saw the church threatened spiritually and physically by the pope and the Mohammedan Turks.

The text was eventually shifted toward more generic expressions.

The tune is patterned after a 12th century plainsong.

Johann Bach based his 126th cantata on this tune.

Liturgy Tunes: Kyrie, Hymn of Praise

The Kyrie (Have mercy on us, Lord) that we’ve been singing for a while in the liturgy uses the tune: Southwell, written in four part harmony in 1579 by William Daman for his friend John Bull for, “the use of godly Christians for recreating themselves instead of with fond (popular) and unseemly ballads.”

The Hymn of Praise of our liturgy is the very familiar tune, “Hymn to Joy” used by Beethoven in his last and final symphony #9, during which the choir resounds with the hymn above the huge sound of the orchestra in great joyful exuberance, first performed in 1894.
Hymn 838 – Beautiful Savior
This is a distinctly Lutheran and American translation by Joseph Seiss in 1873 of a hymn from 200 years earlier.

Another translation done in England about the same time goes by the words: Fairest Lord Jesus.

Pastor Seiss served a St. John’s Lutheran Church in Philadelphia from 1858 for 16 years.

He wrote the hymn shortly after forming another Lutheran congregation in Philadelphia.

The tune, based on tunes used by Mozart and others, emerged as a melody from German folk music in the mid-1800’s, coming to the United States in 1850 in a folk-tune book.
An well-known arrangement of Beautiful Savior by F. Melius Christiansen of St. Olaf College, continues to be sung at the conclusion of concerts, events, and graduations of MANY of our Lutheran Schools.

For instance, it was performed at my son’s graduation in May (as is tradition) by the university’s chapel choir and choir-alumni attending the graduation ceremony.

Hymn #526  God is Here

A contemporary hymn (1978)
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