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In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with text, and the word was text. The same was in the beginning with text. All thoughts were expressed in text and without text there was nothing thought that could be thought.  And the text shines on in the darkness and the darkness has never been able to comprehend it  And the Word was made text, and dwelt among us.

My friend Wayne Morris has recently written an article entitled ‘Does the Church need the Bible?  Reflections on the experiences of Disabled People’. He describes the use of the Bible in a community of profoundly deaf Christians, for whom neither word nor text is a preferred medium of communication. Instead of words, signing makes use of shapes and movements, and although deaf people can learn to read the English language, it is similar to you or I struggling to learn Hebrew. It can be done but it is not the preferred medium of most people here this evening.
There is a second group for whom the word is accessible but not the printed text. I am, of course, referring to blind people who are not deaf. Their natural medium of communication is speech. Printed text can be turned into tactile code or into synthetic speech but is not accessible as printed text.  And there is a third group, most of those in the chapel today, who have both word and text, i.e. people who use their ears to hear speech and their eyes to read print.

These then are the three groups – the first using neither word nor text, the second using word but not text, and the third using both word and text.  I want to claim that text, although presenting gifts and strengths, can also become  an impediment, and that the predominance of text in the church  should be examined, and perhaps challenged. In other words, my theme is the word of God, and the renewal of its power.

Let us begin by outlining some of the advantages of text, and some of its dangers. Without text, there is no reliable codification, and no reliable way of settling disputes, since all you can do is to argue about what was said. In that sense, it is text that makes law possible, or at least a legal tradition with the power to radiate over a large area. Without text, law becomes merely custom.  It is no coincidence that the origin of writing more or less coincides with the origin of imperialism. Without text, no   administration, without administration no control, without  control no exercise of power.

Moreover, with text comes ambiguity, and the demand for interpretation, and the possibility of various schools of thought, and the entire structure of dogma, the possibility of heresy, without text no inquisition.
Text can help to clarify thought but it can also make thought rigid. Pilate refused to change what he had written. What I have written, I have written. The laws of the Medes and the Persians are without change. So text enables a tradition to be preserved, but it also encourages the death of a tradition, because people think that with the possession of the text, they have the truth, and they forget the fact that originally, truth lay in the immediate impact of the word.  Let us, then, think of some of the advantages of the word.

Consider the fact that Jesus did not write a book, and he was not the only one. What about Socrates, and the Buddha? Is it significant that none of these, the greatest teachers of the human race, depended entirely upon speech? Mohammad, peace be upon him, was illiterate. The Quran came to him in the form of speech, and it is not living until once again, it is recited aloud.
The first Christians had no New Testament. Even the action of reading was to turn text into speech, because people read out aloud. That was how Philip, running alongside the chariot of the Ethiopian administrator, knew what he was reading. He heard him!  But why this emphasis upon living speech?
If you want to know what is going on in the interior of the body, you use a sonar probe. The sound of the cello tells you about its inner shape, just as does the drum. In the same way, the way people speak tells you what is going on in their lives. We can close our eyes but not our ears. We have eye lids but not ear flaps. The ear represents our openness to each other. This is why Jesus the Christ is called the Word of God – he tells us what is going on in the heart of God.

It is when we speak with one another, as friend with friend, that we understand each other. If one writes a letter, there is often the problem of meaning. What did you mean by this or that expression? What was the tone of voice? But with speech, there is little ambiguity, since you can ask the speaker what was meant. Of course, you can tell a lie, and that is why lies are called the cancer of speech.

and speech is immediate, it is in the now, and makes its impact on you now.  Speech is living, but text is dead. That is why scripture says that if we confess with our mouth the Lord Jesus Christ and believe in our hearts, we shall be saved. That is why the Spirit of God gives speech. On the Day of Pentecost, the disciples received the power of speech not the power of writing. We pray ‘Open our lips and our mouth shall declare your praise’. 
That is why Paul described the Christians in Corinth as letters from Christ, written not with ink but by the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but the tablets of the human heart.  And when Paul speaks about the competence of the ministry, he says that such ministers are ministers of the spirit not the letter for the letter kills but the Spirit gives life(2 Cor 3:3,6).
Let us, therefore, my brothers and sisters, be a community of genuine speech, a body gathered around the living word; let us dwell richly in the true and living word of God, Jesus Christ, to whom with the Father and the Spirit be glory and praise for ever.
Amen.
