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The language of our faith is made up of many things.  It is made up of our experiences and our seeking, our traditions and our history; it is made up of our thoughts and even our doubts.  And though the language of our faith draws from many resources it is expressed largely thought a single medium, it is expressed through words.
I have asked you to share with me your ideas for the words we will take up in sermons between now and Easter, and the list you have fashioned is fascinating.  Words like sin and blessing and grace and prayer have been lifted and I, and others, will examine them on Sundays to come.  

But before we begin to plumb any of these words, I would like us to look first at the word, word.   For in the Christian faith the word word has many meanings and is, in itself, important to our faith.  The morning selection from the Psalms reflects the power of God’s word to bring into being all that exists, to bring into being and to cause to stand fast.  The gospel selection reminds us that the very source of the Christian faith, the one we know as Jesus the Christ, was known as the word of God made flesh.  If we, as Christians, are going to examine the language of our faith, we might do well to begin with an understanding of that which is the primary carrier of the meaning of our faith, to begin with what the Gospel of John tells us is the source of our faith; it might be wise to consider the word, word.
Where should we begin?  Three things that I hope we might consider about words.  First, words never convey a picture that is complete.  No matter how precise, no matter how carefully chosen; a word cannot communicate the complete extent of what it represents because, no matter how well chosen the word, it is not the thing, but only a representation of the thing.  If you see the word “red” you know it points to a color on the spectrum.  But the word red can in no way capture the intensity of the tone of a single red rose against a bank of new fallen snow.  
And, no matter how carefully I use the word American my use cannot provide a complete picture of a new American who seconds ago took the oath of citizenship, of a elderly American who stands rereading the history of what one group of Americans did to another during the internment of Japanese citizens during World War II; nor can it communicate what many of our hearts will feel as we watch the 2010 Winter Olympics, witness our athletes and listen to the strains of “My Country Tis Of Thee”.

The words we use are powerful things, but they are not complete.  They can never convey the full meaning lying beneath their neat arrangements of letters.  They are incomplete and always a mere shadow of the full story.
Second, the focus of our words is never static or fixed, that which we use words to describe is always changing, always in flux.  For instance when we speak of a river, it is not a static thing; the water that qualifies it to be so is constantly in motion.   The word river is fixed, but the river itself ever flowing.  When we speak of our memories, the very conversation about them adds to them, making them new in an instant, changing and extending them forever.  It is always this way with words.  They cannot capture the whole because the whole is ever shifting and changing. 
Words also have meanings too vast to understand.  Words like love and hot, interesting and fine, beautiful and crude only make sense when they are placed within specific contexts, confined and defined by boundaries of time, meaning and space.  Words mean nothing and everything, depending on how they are used.  For instance, the phrase, Bad Ride may mean one thing if your plane encountered turbulence in the air and something entirely different if you grew up in the 70’s when it meant the coolest car on the block.  That’s a bad ride.
Incomplete, neither static nor fixed; a repository of meanings vast and different, words that comprise our language demand that we understand them for what they are.  And what words are, beloved of God, is they are pointers, simply pointers guiding us as we seek to explore and grasp the meaning that is behind them.  They are pointers to something beyond themselves.
What are we to do with these shifting, incomplete, complex units of alphabetic symbols that point beyond the mere collection of their letters to something more, something else?  
An answer to this question lies in the very history of the word, word.  Going back to the time of Alexander the Great, going back to the rise of Hellenistic influence in the construction of language, the Greek parent of our English word, word, is logos.  The root meaning of the word logos is that which gathers and limits; that which gives order and meaning and that which reveals.

The meaning of the Greek word logos tells us much about how we should treat all words.  We must use them first to gather and limit possibilities of meaning.   For instance, when you hear the word dog, your mind gathers from among the possibilities of the animal world, particular examples of the Genus Canis.  The word dog also limits and leaves behind other images helping you know what I mean.  Like any logos, any word, the word dog points toward understanding and begins to reveal meaning.
Words are meant to be pointers guiding our human hearts and minds toward what they cannot capture, toward what they can only begin to reveal.  They are meant to be offer direction but they are not meant to be the end destination.  Words are like a map, they guide and lead us.  But if you had the best map in the world and did not follow it, it would lead you nowhere.  Words guide and lead us but the destination, the end point toward, is when we take in their meaning and then arrive somewhere beyond the neat arrangement of letters, arrive somewhere beyond the tightly bound structure of words; the end point is when we see words as pointers and use them to arrive at the destination of wisdom and understanding.  
But, we who live with a torrent of words have privileged them too much.  We have invested them with power that they never hoped to have.  And now we make words not the directions but the destination.  We make them the end of the journey, the end of our searching.  Our generation has taken what was meant to serve as a pointer and made it the end of the thing.  We have taken what was meant as a tool of revelation and made it into the revelation.  
We have turned words into idols.  And chief among our word-idols is the word of God both written and made flesh.  We have taken God’s written word and we have done exactly what may not be done with words; we have made it complete.  We have put a period as if God no longer speaks.  Yes, I honor this is God’s word, but I know also God is still speaking.  God speaks each morning when the sun rises.  God speaks each day as the air circulates round the globe, God speaks when waves crescendo on a beach in their courses, God speaks when the Northern lights play across the ribbon of the sky and God speaks when dolphins skim the waves and change the hearts of those who see them.  God is speaking and when we fix words ending their revelation we lose the ability to know them as pointers.  And God’s word does continues to point beyond itself. 
God’s written word still points beyond itself when it says do justice and love mercy and walk humbly with your God.  These words from the Prophet Micah point to the need for all people to seek to live in just ways with others, to extend pardon even where it is not deserved and to understand this behavior as necessary for faith as is walking humbly with God. God’s word says do not let the sun go down on your anger, and as it does it points to the need for peace in your own heart first.  

God’s written word says if my people who are called by my name will humble themselves and pray, and turn from their wicked ways; then will I hear from heaven and heal their land.  What does that point to, that God wants to be in relationship with us, God longs to hear our prayers, longs to know we seek God’s face. 

We have even turned God’s word made flesh into an idol.  All over the world people who purport to love and serve the word made flesh, the one we call Emmanuel, Jesus;, all over the church those who claim him as their own, have made him an idol.  We worship his words but will not take them in and allow them point us toward how we should live.  We have fixed them and limited them but we have not lived them.  The word made flesh said; love your enemies, and that points to the need for all people to see the humanity and the worth in all people.  The word made flesh said that God sent him to dies so your sin and my sin might not consign us to death; oh but what it points to is how precious indeed you are, I am, to the God of all creation; so much so he sent his son for you and for me.  The word made flesh says take up your cross and follow me, but we refuse to be pointed to lives of service and sacrifice, choosing instead lives with no passion, no sacrifice, nothing too hard to bear.
Beloved of God, words are all we have to express the language of our faith.  Words are precious and give us the ability to gather and order, they provide us with meaning and the point us beyond what they can convey.  But we must hold them carefully, we must hold them in our hearts and see them for what they are, pointers to the very God who gave us the gift of language; see them for what they are, open doors through which we must travel seeking beyond the ordered letters to what God reveals and how God points our very lives.  
We who use words, we who have no other tool but words to use; we must hold all words lightly, even God’s word, and allow them to point us toward God.  We must hold God’s word as a precious gift, not to be crushed into submission under our understanding, not to be ossified into one thing never to change again, not to be tamed and taught as the dead word of God; but to be seen as the active, alive every orienting word of God.  A word that gathers, gives order, gives meaning and reveals.
I am about to finish this morning, but before I take my seat I am reminded of my elementary school years.  There I learned that a good synonyms could be used interchangeably in sentences, conveying the same meaning in a fresh way.   

The word of God does gather, does give order, does give meaning and reveal, but its primary function is to point us toward God.  Hear the text from John in a new way today.   

In the beginning was the one who points us to God, and the one who points us to God was with God, and the one who points us to God was God. The same was in the beginning with God.  And the one who points us to God was made flesh, and dwelt among us, (and we beheld his glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father,) full of grace and truth.  

Here is the end of the thing; there is no end, God’s word ever points us onward toward more depth, more understanding, more revelation.   May we who study God’s word, may we who take up the language of faith over these next few weeks be open to its true function to point us toward God.  And may the God who loves us let this word fall on us like gentle rain, may it nourish our hearts as our spirits remain in the warmth of God’s glory and power.  Yes, God’s let your word written, your word made flesh, your word that speaks and worlds come into order, let it transform us as it falls on us like rain.  This is our prayer, in Jesus name.  Amen.  

� In the Theological Dictionary of the New Testament Volume IV (Kittel ed. 1967), the entry for logos λόγος comprise 74 pages (pages 69 – 143).  The depth and breathe of this word and its historical development deserves a treatise, not a single sermon.  Kittel’s work is enlightening and can be found in the reference section of any Theological Library.
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