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"In the beginning God created." 

"In the beginning was the Word." 

With these words Genesis and John set a swirling cosmic backdrop to the drama of creation. This was God, active, powerful, aggressive, wise, Dynamic. This was the Word, the Logos, the divine purpose, the reason, the ordering principle of the universe. 

From this point onwards the grand design does not stop, surging forward in a thrilling catalogue of 8000 years of human history and the role played by the Jewish people. 

For the anthology which we call the Bible is fundamentally a human story, a Jewish story, and a story of civilisation. 

The defining events in Jewish history were: 

• God's revelation of himself to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, where Yahweh became the exclusive god of the Hebrew tribe. 

• God's revelation of himself to Moses in a burning bush in the volcanic fields of Arabia . Moses went on to lead his tribe out of Egypt . God told Moses to write. And Moses wrote words, lots of words, including the 613 rules included in the first five books of the Bible, which are collectively known as the Torah, the Law, still the basis of the Jewish faith. 

• The destruction of Solomon's Temple , the first Temple , in 586 BC and the exile into Babylon . With this traumatic event the Jews learned that Yahweh was not localised to the temple in Jerusalem , but could be present and worshiped elsewhere. They learned the answer to "How shall we sing the Lord's song in a strange land?" 

• The destruction of the second Temple , Herod's temple, in 70AD. This event shattered the entire sacrificial culture of Judaism, and accelerated the dispersal of Jews to all corners of the globe. 

This is a resplendent story of massive struggle, single-minded, glorious and bitter, alternating between great wealth, triumph and splendour, to dispossession and abject humiliation. The numbers of Jews who over the centuries died in defence of land and faith are mindboggling - but equally extraordinary is the resilience, the ability to survive, and to live to squabble another day. 

Sitting on the high hills above the Palestinian coastal strip the Jews for the most part were able stay aloof from the superpower battles that swarmed around them, battles between the Hittites and the Egyptians, the Syrians and Assyrians, the Greeks and the Persians. They were however profoundly affected by these surrounding cultures. The patriarchs' heritage was from Ur of the Chaldees; as sojourners in Egypt the Israelites absorbed the civilisation of an already ancient land; it was the Phoenicians who provided the design, craftsmen and materials for Solomon's temple; it was Babylon which replaced their mother language of Hebrew with the Aramaic, which remained the common language of the people until the time of Jesus; it was in Babylon that they were exposed to the teachings of Zoroastrianism, the faith of the magi. The savage campaigns of Alexander the Great in 330BC brought all the Jews' known world under the control of the Greeks. Greek became the lingua franca of the ancient world, and Greek thought, reason, and philosophy became the criteria by which all else was measured. 

In 1AD, the population of the Roman Empire was estimated at 60million. Of these,7 million were Jews with a further 1million continuing to live in Babylon . Of the 7 million within the empire only 3 million lived in the land of Israel ; the others were spread out but especially were they concentrated in Alexandria , the second city of the empire after Rome . The Jews of Alexandria were Hellenised, their language and culture were Greek, and we can assume that in that New York of 2000 years ago they performed a role similar to that their descendents play in the New York of today. When Joseph put Mary and her baby onto a donkey and led them away to Egypt , it would have been to take them to the wealthy relatives in the great Greek metropolis of Alexandria . 

I do not accept that the patriarchs were simple nomads living in scruffy Bedouin-like tents. The Bible portrays them as astute men of considerable wealth; I believe that Joseph had been fully trained by his father to assume the role of prime minister of Egypt . 

I have serious doubts too about our traditional image of the oppressed Hebrew slaves of Egypt . As I read the account I see a community which is well-organised and prosperous. I suggest that Pharoah's real problem was that the Israelites wielded far too much power in commerce, medicine and the Egyptian priesthood. 

This world of high politics, wealth and power, is not the vision we normally carry of the Bible. We are not dealing here with a people and a culture which are meek and mild, or of placid donkeys and shepherds and sheep and still waters, but with something altogether different. This is real. This book is the product of, and the accounts of, the educated exponents and thinkers of sophisticated civilisation. 

Is it any wonder then that we continue to thrill to the glorious poetry of their hymns and prophecies? Is it any wonder that their prophets' tirades against social injustice, and exploitation continue to resonate with us today? Is it any wonder that in the lives of these flawed humans of thousands of years ago we see the reflections of ourselves and our communities? Is it any wonder that this extraordinary book is as fresh today as in the days in which it was written? 

And what of the relationship of this very special people with their very own Yahweh who had chosen them as his own? It was tempestuous and frustrating. Continually the Israelites abandoned him, finding the women and the gods of the surrounding nations much easier to get on with. Even the wise Solomon ultimately ditched the God that he had built the fabulous temple for, finding much more pleasure in the palaces he had built for his foreign wives. 

Our lectionary readings are highly expurgated. We find ourselves hearing the same old familiar passages year after year, and rarely venturing beyond them. And specifically we exclude those passages which offend our preconceptions. I think especially of those psalms and prophecies which, after extolling the greatness, mercy and majesty of the Lord, then call upon him to annihilate Israel 's enemies. 

Our Bible is attacked for inconsistency and contradictions. Biblical criticism so-called has dissected it and claimed that it has been highly modified by persons with personal agendas. A goodly portion if it, including much of the New Testament, has been derided as myth. There may be apparent discrepancies, but to focus on these is to completely lose the plot. For me there is far too much credibility in the details to justify a condemnation of the whole. 

I contend that we are far too timid in our approach to the intellectual challenges that the Bible throws at us. Expurgation and criticism drain the scriptures of life. They convert no-one. 

Yet the transforming of lives, and the conversion of souls, is the key message of the Bible. 

That is why it lives. 

The verses which we read this morning as our call to worship are the foundation of the Law: "Hear O Israel, the lord your Lord is one lord and you shall love the lord your God with all your heart, and with all your mind and with all your strength." In Leviticus it is supplemented by "You shall not avenge, nor bear any grudge against the children of your people, but you shall love your neighbour as yourself: I am the LORD". 

Love is thus axiomatic to the relationship between God and his people, the basis of the entire Law, and to the effective health and prosperity of the community. 

But it is a command to love. You shall love me. It's a bit tough being commanded to love. Nevertheless, today's psalmist is ecstatic in his professed love for the law of the Lord; "the law of the lord is perfect, converting the soul". 

Bit by bit it becomes clear to the prophets that love is a two way street, that love does also flow from God, and the evidence of this he shows in Jesus: God loved the world.. In fact, the Jewish translator of the Jewish bible describes the Old Testament and the New Testament as "forming a seamless whole". 

It is this underlying theme of intertwining divine and human love which unites the entire masterpiece. 

I dislike the term "holy bible." This is an intensely human book, whose sheer power lies in its very humanity, a humanity which transcends time and space and culture. Its timeless gospel converts the soul, frees the prisoner, offers hope to the oppressed, and promises love to the unloved. 

Above the clash of civilisations and squabbles and theologies and prejudices and preconceptions there is a simple rule: Love. 

The bible writers enjoin us to read and study what they and their precursors have written, and to make their teachings and wisdom our own. 

The Bible is an extraordinary book. Read it. Question it. Marvel at it. Absorb it. Study it. Revel in it. Live it. Be challenged by it. And never be the same again. 

Space for reflection. 

