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Proper 10 Year C  
July 24, 2016 
St. Thomas 
 
 
 
Is this a dagger that I see before me 
the handle towards my hand? 
Come, let me clutch thee! 
I have thee not and yet I see thee still! 
Art thou not, fatal vision, sensible to feeling as to sight? 
Or art thou but a dagger of the mind, 
a false creation proceeding from the heat-oppressed brain. 
 
That’s the dagger scene from Macbeth.  
I had to memorize that for English class when I was a senior in high school.  
And now, here it is, 40 years later, 
and I can still recite it.  
Not only that, I will confess to you, 
that sometimes it comes to me unbidden, 
when I’m driving, or when I’m walking the dogs. 
Out of nowhere, I find myself quoting Macbeth.  
 
That’s just one of numerous bits and pieces  
stored up here in my mental library.  
I can also recite Marc Antony’s funeral oration for Julius Caesar, 
the ending of the William Cullen Bryant poem “Thanatopsis,” 
all of William Ernest Henley’s poem “Invictus,” 
AND, perhaps most impressive of all, 
the prologue to Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales – in old English! 
 
I give credit for all these amazing feats of rote learning 
to my high school English teacher, Mrs. Hixson.  
I had her as a sophomore,  
then couldn’t believe that I got stuck with her again as a senior! 
It was so unfair! 
Everybody knew she was the hardest teacher at Cleveland High School. 
She made her students memorize  
– and then recite in front of everybody – 
way more stuff than any other teacher did.  
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It was terrible.  
I didn’t understand why we had to do all that.  
I didn’t see the value of it.  
Of course, now I’m glad she did. 
 
Years later, I asked Mrs. Hixson WHY  
she’d made us memorize all that stuff.  
Turns out, she’d read somewhere that  
when the POWs started coming home from Vietnam, 
and they began talking about their experiences, 
the ones who seemed to have endured the best 
were those who had a storehouse of things memorized. 
Beautiful, uplifting things they could mentally access 
through the long years of captivity and mind-numbing solitary confinement.  
Poetry… Scripture … The Gettysburg Address … something. 
Anything to help them transcend their brutal physical existence  
and mentally and spiritually release them into a better place.   
 
And so Mrs. Hixson set out on her campaign 
to prepare her students to survive captivity, 
should it ever come. 
 
Now, I know not everybody had a Mrs. Hixson  
to cram their mental library full of great literature 
that sometimes springs to mind, bidden or not. 
But I daresay that nearly every Christian,  
if not every person in the Western world, 
knows a bit of the gospel we read this morning by heart.  
Every Sunday, every Christian in every country around the world  
prays a version of the prayer that Jesus taught us. 
This version in Luke is just a bit different from the version in Matthew,  
which is the one we’re more familiar with.  
But the gist is the same. 
The Lord’s Prayer is so ubiquitous, so often repeated, 
that it is embedded permanently in the minds of billions of people. 
 
I have prayed at the bedsides of the dying, 
people barely conscious,  
people whose minds are lost deep in dementia, 
and invariably,  
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no matter how little they grasp what else is being said, 
once you begin saying the Lord’s Prayer, 
they will join in.  
The prayer resides so deep within us 
that when all else falls away, 
these words remain.  
 
And I cannot help but wonder  
what sort of subconscious effects that has on us. 
How does this prayer unpack itself in our psyche, 
subconsciously influencing the things we do? 
How does it lead us, through its power hidden in our hearts, 
to call forth God’s Kingdom, 
on earth as it is in heaven? 
Does it somehow help to inoculate us against evil? 
 
I don’t have an answer to that question. 
I suspect that’s one of the great mysteries. 
But this much I do know:  
There is great power in this prayer. 
And this prayer points us to a God  
that is generous and merciful and forgiving. 
 
So our task this morning  
is to hold this generous, merciful and forgiving God,  
revealed to us by our Savior,  
in tension with the God we see in our first lesson from Genesis.  
 
Abraham is bargaining with this God  
to try to avert the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah. 
I don’t know about you, but for me,  
this particular Bible story 
could not have popped up in the lectionary at a worse,  
more unwelcome time. 
Am I the only person who has had it up to HERE with threats of violence,  
with threats to blow up cities and cause mass casualties, 
to wreak bloody vengeance on the just and the unjust alike? 
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You’d be hard-pressed to say that this is God’s finest hour, 
even if God does keep lowering his demands  
in response to Abraham’s nagging. 
I know the point of pairing this passage  
with our gospel passage 
is to illustrate the value of persistence in prayer,  
of not being afraid to ask God for what you want. 
But still … give me a break! 
This is a very troubling story.  
 
And it’s even more troubling because we know how it ends.  
It doesn’t end well for the residents of Sodom and Gomorrah.  
Let’s set aside for the moment the question of just WHAT their sin was. 
It wasn’t homosexuality, despite what some would have you believe. 
No, later prophets tell us that 
the cities’ sin was arrogance, over-consumption,  
and lack of concern for the poor and needy. 
 
Hateful as those things are,  
I’m awfully glad they’re no longer grounds for fiery divine retribution, 
or else we’d all be smoldering right now.  
 
But on that day, God carries through with the threat 
and rains down fire and brimstone on the cities. 
Everybody in the towns dies except for Lot’s family, 
who manage to get away.  
And then Lot’s wife unfortunately turns around and looks, 
and she gets turned into a pillar of salt.  
But that’s in the next chapter.  
Right now, in today’s reading,  
we’re still just dealing with the threat of violence. 
 
So what’s going on here? 
This angry, vengeful God, so callous about human life, 
seems very different from the God we’ve come to worship, 
the God revealed to us by Jesus Christ. 
This is not the God who tenderly loves us like a mother, 
the God who Jesus addresses as “Abba, Father,” 
not the God who is slow to anger and full of great kindness. 
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Now, it IS possible  
to reconcile these two seemingly different versions of God. 
Many people believe that God never changes, 
but that our understanding of God does change.  
I think there’s a lot to recommend that belief.  
 
Others believe that God is ever-changing, 
is always in the process of becoming the God that we need at a given time.  
And, honestly, I think there’s something to that as well.  
It would explain a lot.  
 
But I think it’s also possible to believe 
that this violent, judgmental God having this conversation with Abraham 
did NOT, in fact, destroy Sodom and Gomorrah. 
He couldn’t have, because maybe this God isn’t real. 
Maybe we made him up.  
Maybe He is a false God of our own projection. 
Just like that dagger in Macbeth, 
a false creation, proceeding from a heat-oppressed brain, 
a God we created in order to justify our OWN violence. 
No, if Sodom and Gomorrah were destroyed, 
it wasn’t God who did it. 
The destruction was most likely at the hands of humans, 
and placing the blame on a wrathful God  
was a later veneer added to explain away the uncomfortable facts.  
 
Sadly, this happens time and again throughout the history of the Israelites. 
Violence, destruction, genocide –  
all allegedly committed at God’s instruction, 
all actions allegedly blessed by God. 
And this didn’t stop with the Israelites, did it?  
It just goes on and on and on, to this day. 
People doing awful, horrible things in the name of God. 
But it’s a false God. 
It’s a sickness that plagues our human species. 
A fatal vision.  
And like Lady Macbeth,  
we can never seem to wash the blood off our hands.  
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But Jesus came to reveal a different God, the true God, 
the God who has been trying to break through 
our false ideas about who and what God is, 
the God who has slowly been revealing the divine self to us through the 
millennia, 
and who continues today  
to invite us to see through and reject  
the false god of violence. 
To reject the false god of racial or ethnic or gender supremacy. 
to reject the false god of authoritarianism or consumerism or militarism, 
and all the other false gods that have been on appalling display of late. 
 
As Paul says in the letter to the Colossians, 
“See to it that no one takes you captive  
through philosophy and empty deceit,  
according to human tradition,  
according to the elemental spirits of the universe,  
and not according to Christ.” 
 
But when we do find ourselves taken captive, 
when the sheer brutality and violence and narcissism of this world 
threaten to overwhelm us, 
remember the gift that dwells deep in your heart, 
the wisdom that has embedded itself in your very soul, 
the words that will bubble up in your last hour, 
and know the beautiful, uplifting, transcendent power of the true god, 
Our Father… who art in heaven. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


