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“Break Glass in Case if Emergency” 

 

A story, partly true and partly imagined on this snowy Super bowl Sunday: 

Once upon a time in a town near you 

A woman named Ruth 

Wakes in her bed after a restless, fitful night’s sleep, 

The kind of night when we know our eyes have been closed  

and we must have slept, 

But then how come we are so tired when we lift our head from the pillow 

And touch our feet to the floor? 

Ever have one of those nights? 

 

This is how it is for Ruth, and the reason she didn’t sleep so well 

Is because of the call she got at 7pm the night before 

Telling her that her dad, living in New Mexico,  

was rushed to the hospital with tightness in his chest and pain 

shooting down his left arm, 

which came not as much of a surprise, really, 

because for years he had avoided dealing with his heart problems, 

still eating like he had the metabolism of an 18-year-old,  

skipping check-ups with the doctor,  

and downing one too many cans of Pabst Blue Ribbon every night. 

What does he have, Ruth would ask, a death wish? 

 

Half-way through her first cup of coffee Ruth’s cell-phone rings, 

The area code ‘575’ showing up on the screen indicating it is a call  

From her hometown of Albuquerque. 

And as she taps the phone and puts it up to her ear she hears the voice 

Of her sister, Rachel. 

“Ruth?  I’m sorry, but I’ve got more bad news….” 

 

And before we learn what that news is we need to know more about Rachel, 

Named like her sister after a woman in the Bible because  
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Their parents, their mom in particular, prized that book more than any other. 

“It’s the word of God,’ she would say to the girls as she read to them 

Every night when they were young before bed, before their prayers,  

Delivered on knees and with hands folded at the bedside. 

 

Unlike Ruth, Rachel never left home, taking a job as a nurse 

At one of the county hospitals, marrying her college sweetheart, 

Raising now two kids of her own, her weekends filled with 

Soccer practice and her weekly golf game, 

And, of course, attendance at The Crossing, a mega-church 

In the Albuquerque suburbs that had big screens in worship, 

and guitars and drums,  

and a pastor who preached in jeans and Gap shirts, 

and during coffee hour served free Starbucks in cups 

upon which the church’s mission statement was printed in big, bold letters: 

“The Crossing - where the Bible’s story meets your story” 

 

Ever since Rachel and her family left that small, rag-tag, homey Methodist 

Church of their childhood and began attending The Crossing 8 years ago, 

Ruth noticed that Rachel was getting more and more “Biblical,” 

Even going so far as having her email signature end with a quote from  

Luke that said something about how ‘many strive to enter through the narrow door, but 

few, I tell you, will be able to make it in.” 

 

To Ruth this always felt like a passage Rachel directed at her personally, 

Because, you know, like almost anything else the Bible can be used as 

As weapon just as much as it can be used as a blessing. 

Ruth knows this because ever since she told her sister  

and her parents several years ago that she was gay 

there was serious tension in the family. 

She knew her parents loved her, but Ruth saw the way her mom’s eyes 

Welled with tears when she told her the news late one afternoon, 

and she saw how her father could barely look her in the eye, 
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instead staring out the window into the desert, 

And her sister, weeks later, saying: “Ruthy, how could you do this 

To mom and dad?  I mean, we read the Bible together every night growing up.Did none 

of it sink in? 

 

Never mind the laws again homosexuality are embedded in a collection of laws that, 

among other things,  

prohibit two kinds of seed in the same field 

The wearing garments made of two kinds of cloth. 

Never mind that we don’t pay attention to these laws (who’s got 

Cotton on as well as wool today; who plants tomatoes next to cucumbers 

In the spring?) because we recognize 

Them as laws from an ancient culture we are not bound to follow. 

Never mind…. 

 

So it goes without saying that when a job opened up 

in the Boston area last year Ruth could hardly wait to leave. 

Who could blame her? 

Far from home, in a far more progressive area, in a state 

Where same-sex couples can get married no less (!) and  

she heard that some churches even hung rainbow flags outside 

Their doors, 

Ruth knew that even though she knew not a soul here, 

At least could learn to know herself and love herself, 

And the narrow gate might just be a little less narrow, 

Which, we better believe, is no small thing. 

 

It is noteworthy for our story, again partly imagined and partly true, 

That when it came time to pack up her apartment and drive in her Jeep Wrangler Across 

the country to one of our nearby towns, 

Ruth picked up the Bible her mother had given her as a child, 

The one that had her favorite passages dog-eared, 

But that also had been used against her and people like her, 
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And with those experiences so fresh in her mind Ruth 

Chose to set that Bible back down on the counter, leaving it behind 

Physically (and symbolically) as she left to find her new life 

Thousands of miles away in one of our nearby towns. 

 

And like perhaps many of us who have left the Bible behind 

Because of its very real oppressive uses, 

And, let’s face it, because it doesn’t keep us turning the pages quite 

Like David Foster Wallace or Doris Kearns Goodwin or Mary Oliver 

Or Thich Nhat Hanh, 

Ruth these last years later has almost never thought about Bible,  

Except, of course, to issue some well-deserved scoffs and scolds  

and eye-rolls  

Every time she heard about some pastor holding it up in the air  

As he ranted and raved 

About the Muslims or gays or guns or abortion or how Jesus 

Is the only way to salvation, 

Because, again, like almost anything you can you use the Bible 

To spin almost any kind of agenda. 

And this is because how we read the Bible, just like how we read  

Most literature and scripture, usually says more about us 

Than it says about the text. 

 

Ok, back to the phone call, 

Back to Ruth picking up the phone and Rachel saying on the other end: 

“Ruth?  I’m sorry, I’ve got more bad news….” 

“What is it?  What’s wrong?” 

“Daddy’s gotten worse – a raging fever, kidneys shutting down, 

They’ve put him on a respirator;  

Ruthy, they say he’s not going to make it. 

You better get here as soon as you can. 

And Ruthy – please pray.” 
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Ever notice how in times of crisis we return to places and practices 

That supported us when we were young, 

Even when our histories with these places and practices are complicated 

Or conflicted?  Ever notice that? 

Well, that’s how it is with Ruth, 

And that’s how it is that we now see her,  

Driving down Rt.16 from one of our nearby town son the way to the airport, 

Through Holliston, through Sherborn, past the Town Hall, 

Past the Library, 

At which point she sees our tall white steeple piercing into the sky, 

The sun sparking off the numbers on the face of the steeple clock, 

The rainbow flag waving in the wind saying a person like her is welcome. 

 

And before she even knows what she is doing her car is turning right 

Down Sanger Street and then turning a sharp left into our church parking lot, 

And pulling into the slot right out there that says “visitor parking” 

And, almost without thinking,  

She looks down and sees her feet carrying her up our entrance stairs, 

Into the beautiful brand-new lobby. 

 

Why is Ruth here? 

She hasn’t been inside a church since she can’t remember when. 

Why is she here when her plane is leaving in two hours and her 

Dad is thousands of miles away at the door of death? 

 

Let’s watch (and my friends, in case you’re wondering what is true, 

And what is imagined, know that now I tell you exactly as I heard it 

From our administrator, Erika): 

Knock on the glass of the office door, Erika waves Ruth in, 

Says, “Can I help you?” 

And Ruth, eyes wide, lip quivering, says to Erika. 

“I just came here to pray; do you have somewhere I could sit… 

And…do you have a Bible?” 
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Erika, so responsive, so warm, we are so lucky to have her, my friends, 

Pushes back her chair and ushers toward the sanctuary door, explaining 

She will look for a Bible RIGHT NOW, 

But as the woman stands in the threshold of the door, waiting for 

Erika, waiting, waiting, 

Erika is realizing, now in the Library, no luck; 

Now along the credenza in the lobby, no luck; 

Now searching her office – only phone books –  

Erika and Ruth together are realizing that no Bible is easily found, 

That all of them are tucked away in Minister’s offices and maybe behind 

Cabinet doors in the library,  

Or, how symbolically, locked up under glass cases in the sanctuary, 

And now let me direct our eyes all the way to the corner of our sanctuary, 

Where two big historical Bibles live, 

But have no real LIFE, if you get my drift…. 

 

Because if there was ever a time when we needed them 

It was now, with Ruth in our sanctuary, simply wanting to offer 

A prayer for her dad and read again the Psalm that says the  

“Lord is My Shepherd, I shall not want” 

And read again from Matthew the lines that say 

“Do not worry about your life.” 

 

It broke my heart, as I hope it breaks yours, 

When I learned from Erika the next day that  

When Erika came to Ruth empty handed, 

eyes wide and lip quivering, 

Ruth hung her head, said thanks for trying, 

And left our beautiful, empty sanctuary, and beautiful, 

But empty of the one thing she needed church, 

And left. 
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Heartbreaking, right? 

Next time, I said to Erika, motioning toward that back case, 

And here I really wasn’t kidding, 

Next time, I want you to break the glass in case of emergency… 

And give the Word to the person who needs it. 

 

There actually won’t be a next time, now that I have placed 

Bibles everywhere in the building for us and 

for the people we may not know who need us.  

But here let me make some observations that are 

Worthy of our mutual reflection, yours and mine. 

 

Why is that the only Bibles we have, up until Ruth’s visit, 

Are those encased in the back or hidden away in the library, 

Behind cabinet doors? 

Like you, I understand how this book has seemed irrelevant to us, 

Or even wounding, 

And I understand why it is some of you are skeptical,  

Even nervous, when we offer readings here from the  

Scripture more than one week in a row. 

I love you, and so I get it.   

I get why it is you count and keep track, and you come to me  

With questions and even sometimes complaints. 

 

But because I do love you I must tell us 

That I think the reason has something more to do with what my colleague 

John Buehrens has said: 

 “how many well-informed, intelligent folks – religious liberals, 

Skeptics, seekers after wisdom and justice (this would describe us) 

Often speak and act as though the Bible says and means only what 

Those fundamentalists say it does.” 

 

And more than that, 
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Until we learn to understand that other readings of the Bible are  

Possible besides the oppressive reading, 

The Bible will, indeed, simply continue to be a source of oppression 

For us, and not a source of inspiration or liberation, or even exultation. 

 

And more than that, 

That as long as we keep this text locked up or sealed away or barely 

Mentioned in worship because of how others are using it, 

All that will happen is that we will end leaving it in the hands  

And on the lips of others who can and will use it against us. 

 

So a wish here at the end, after a long sermon that has, I hope, 

Poked and prodded us a little on a cold February day: 

To, as the late Rabbi Abraham Heschel has said,  

‘keep our skepticism of the Bible, but direct it the right place. 

Use it less to ask: is this really true? 

Or because Nathan is using it in worship does this mean 

He is taking us in a more Christian direction? 

And direct it instead to those places and people 

Who use it to exclude, punish, and vilify. 

 

A wish here, on bended knee, to read this text again  

With your questions and doubts and longings 

To claim your own power to understand and interpret 

It on your terms, 

And not simply give this power away to reactionionary others. 

 

A wish here to break the glass and do this for yourself, yes, 

But also do it for the Ruth’s in all our nearby towns who seek 

A faith and church that honors all traditions and all truth and all revelation, 

Even those closest to home that may be harder to love. 

 

And a wish here at the end to hold Ruth in your heart, 
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Wherever she may be. 

Next time, Ruth, we promise you won’t leave our sanctuary 

Empty-hearted. 

Amen. 
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Reading 

Our first reading is from Bill McKibben, who I have referenced the last 

Couple weeks in sermons and who is famous for his environmental 

Activism.   

He is less famous for his religious writing, 

And it is from this part of Bill that we get to hear today. 

Here is from an essay he wrote several years ago called 

“People of the Unread Book”. 

It will be read by Rita Ghilani. 

 

Statistics first. 

Only 40 percent of Americans can name more than five of the Ten Commandments,  

And a scant half can cite any of the four authors of the gospels. 

Twelve percent believe Joan of Arc was Noah’s wife! 

 

Three-quarters of Americans believe the Bible says “God helps those who helps 

themselves.” 

That is, three out of four Americans believe that this uber-American  idea, 

A notion at the core of our current individualistic politics and culture, 

Which in fact was uttered by Ben Franklin,  

Actually appears in Scripture. 

And thing is, not only is Franklin’s wisdom not biblical, 

It’s COUNTER-biblical, 

Because few ideas could be further from the gospel message, 

With its radical summons to love of neighbor. 

On this essential matter, most Americans are simply wrong, 

As if 75 percent of American scientists believed that Newton proved 

Gravity causes apples to fly up. 

 

And therein is the paradox.  America is simultaneously the most  

Professedly Christian of the developed nations and the least 

Christian in its behavior. 
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Reading 

To appreciate this second reading we need to know the story of Job. 

What do we know about Job in the Bible (ask folks)? 

…Loses all of his children, has all kinds of diseases, loses his house. 

One of the few books where the character screams and gets angry at God. 

Actually comes from a Near-East folk tale. 

In this reading Julian Lafleur will read from us 

We get to hear the perspective from Job’s wife 

It is called “Mrs. Job” and it is written by Brian Doyle: 

“Mrs. Job” 

There was a man in the land of Uz, whose name was Job; 

And he was essentially a blameless dude, and unarrogant, 

And he was blessed with seven sons, and three daughters, 

Which is a lot of children, and where, I ask politely, is the 

Part of the Book of Job where we talk about Job’s spouse, 

Who is conspicuously not discussed in the back and forth 

With his buddies and then suddenly the Big Guy Himself 

Answering out of the whirlwind and commanding old Job 

To gird up his loins, which loins were undeniably vigorous 

Previous to the Lord interrupting Job, and after the Maker 

Finishes one of the greatest eloquent scoldings of all time, 

He grants old Job another seven sons and three daughters, 

Again without the slightest thanks for the astounding Mrs. 

Job who suddenly has twenty count them twenty children 

With no mention of her humor, or the vast hills of diapers, 

Or her wit which survived kids throwing up and the sheep 

Wandering off, and plagues of locusts and things like that. 

A good editor, I feel, would have asked for just a glancing 

Nod to the wry hero of the tale, at least acknowledgment; 

Something like a new last line after So Job died, being old  

and full of days, which might read, And also passed a most 

Amazing woman, of whom nothing other than the blessing 

Was ever said, her heart being a gift beyond calculation by 

Man, her mind sharp, her tongue gentle, her hands a mercy, 

And her very presence full reason to kneel in prayer at that 

Which the Lord in His mercy has made and granted briefly. 

    A line like that would only hint at her, but it’s a start, right? 
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