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I think that some people thought we might be disrespectful to have the Monty Python series on religion, but the irony is that the same things that Monty Python is making fun of - in terms of the church - are also things that Jesus had a tendency to make fun of in the church.  

Today we’re looking at a stoning scene from Monty Python and the question of blasphemy in our Biblical text.  For those of you who have not seen The Life of Brian in the last week…I’m sure there have to be some of you,…so you can follow this even if you don’t know who Monty Python is, or you do, and you don’t like Monty Python…this is a scene from The Life of Brian where a man named Matthias has been caught uttering blasphemy, so they’re getting ready to stone him.   The official is John Cleese. He’s the very tall guy, and he’s very good at being the really dignified person in a ridiculous situation.  He’s not able to get control, but he acts like he’s going to get control of things.  

He says to Matthias, “You have been found guilty by the elders of the town of uttering the name of our Lord, and so, as a blasphemer, you are to be stoned to death.”   Matthias, says, “Look, I’d had a lovely supper, and all I said to my wife was, ‘That piece of halibut was good enough for Jehovah.’”  The official exclaims, “Blasphemy! He’s said it again!”  Now, women aren’t supposed to be able to attend stonings, but they dress up and wear beards so they can come and watch. (laughter)  One of the women throws a rock and hits Matthias.  Matthias says, “Oww! Lay off! We haven’t started yet!”  The official gets mad and says, “Come on! Who threw that?  Who threw that stone? Come on!”  The culprit woman confesses, so the official orders her to go to the back of the line.

Then Matthias says, “Look, I don’t think it ought to be blasphemy, just saying “Jehovah”.  The official says, “You’ve said it again!  You’re only making it worse for yourself!”  Matthias: “Making it worse?! How could it be worse?!  Jehovah!  Jehovah!  Jehovah!”  Then the official says, “I’m warning you.  If you say ‘Jehovah’ one more time…”  Then someone else throws a rock and hit’s the official, because he had just said “Jehovah”. (laughter)  So he says, “Look now, no one is to stone anyone until I blow this whistle.  Do you understand?  Even - and I want to make this absolutely clear - even if they do say ‘Jehovah.’”  You can tell how they end the skit. The rocks start flying.

Now that sounds really brutal, but if you actually read the stories of executions from that time, they were actually worse, much worse.  I brought one of the books where these punishments were described.  If I got into detail, I would lose my job describing the horrifying nature of these things.  I will leave this up here, so you can look at it after church if you like. (laughter)  They would do things like burying people up to their armpits in manure, and either strangle them or drop burning things into their mouths, or the stoning thing.  

You see the type of situation that Christ was addressing in the Scripture reading.  It is a question that has haunted me my entire life.  How does religion get so mean? – because this is true of every type of religion all around the world that I know of.  At some point or another, it can become cruel…and this is what Christ is confronting here.  

Now it is particularly shocking since Jesus said, “God is Love,” How has that turned into inquisitions and crusades?  A very important part of the story that probably will not jump out at you is that in the healings that Jesus was doing, and which got him into trouble, the people involved were all considered unclean.  In the story when they described the symptoms, these were things that would disqualify them from coming into a church.  So when someone says, “He has an unclean spirit,” what they’re questioning is not Christianity, which, remember, has not been thought of yet.  So this isn’t criticizing the church, because the church doesn’t exist, and it’s not criticizing theology because theology doesn’t exist; nothing that later became the church, it’s purely the compassion that’s being talked about.  Somebody is being accepted for the first time in their lives, and the religious experts throw a tantrum.  

That story has been repeated from the very birth of the church all the way through until today.   The same sort of people came down to warn these poor Israelites that Jesus was a heretic.  Their later ancestors came to warn us that the hurricanes like Katrina were aimed at the sinners of New Orleans.  (That was helpful, wasn’t it?)  We’ll ignore the fact that the hurricanes keep hitting in the middle of the Bible belt; (laughter)  It was the gamblers, the dancers and the tambourine players that brought it on.  

It doesn’t have to be just Religion; all sorts of leaders love to scare the people.  It makes them look smart.  Did you notice that thing a couple weeks ago; this wonderful propaganda…it pumps out so much that you hardly are aware of it…that when North Korea tested its missile, they said it was tested in the direction of Hawaii?  Well, yeah, anything in the Pacific Ocean would be in the direction of Hawaii.  (laughter)  Do you see that you’re being played with there?  They could have even said that it was an orphanage in Hawaii…that it was aimed in the direction of an orphanage in Hawaii. 

We breathe and walk through propaganda all the time.  And the very worst place to find propaganda unfortunately is in religion.  I don’t know if you’ve read about this English-only camp.  It’s run by religious people who believe that there’s something Biblical about forcing everyone to speak English in America…by God.  They had this wonderful picture of Pat Buchanan shaking hands with this guy from a white nationalist group at this conference where a banner was displayed over them.  This is one of those wonderful moments: the word “Conference” on the banner is misspelled! (laughter)  It was one of those great moments!

Wil Nichols was singing a hymn the other day that had been used on him…one of those propaganda hymns of the church.  “Be careful, little minds, what you think…God is watching you.  Be careful little ears what you hear…what you see.”  Because if you see the wrong thing or you think the wrong thing, something bad will happen to you.  God knows if you’ve been sleeping, God knows if you’re awake…No wait, I’m sorry, that’s Santa Claus.  I’m sorry!

So Jesus is in that kind of terrain when he makes this stunning comment: “All the sins that you commit will be forgiven.  All the blasphemies that you say will be forgiven.  But what you say against the Spirit can’t be forgiven.”  

Now what does that say?  That’s not saying that if you stub your toe and you say “Holy Spirit!” that you’re condemned.  It’s hopefully coming from a deeper place than that.  It’s saying that if God is Love, then the ultimate blasphemy is cruelty.  Do you understand what I’m saying?  If God is Love, then cruelty is the ultimate blasphemy.  And it doesn’t matter if you believe in God or you don’t, or if you’re a Christian or not. The Spirit is whatever it is that weaves us together and connects us. When somebody has been excluded from that, and is feeling the call into that, and the Church says “no,” it’s blasphemy.

Now Monty Python distinguishes between heresy and blasphemy.  This is very important.  When they wrote Life of Brian, they wanted to avoid making fun of Jesus.  They said that there was nothing to really laugh at there.  They defined blasphemy as when you laugh at God or the Sacred, and heresy as when you laugh at the Church…an important distinction. But the Church isn’t going to see that distinction, because we don’t see the difference.  Do you understand what I’m saying?  We’ve copyrighted God in our own mind, which is blasphemy.  When the Church says, “Only us,” that’s blasphemy.  When it says, “You cannot be touched by God, you cannot be called by God,” that is blasphemy.  

Now I want to make this distinction between heresy and blasphemy a little clearer by first reading something that is heresy.  This was submitted by Allene Booth Judson, who had the courage not to show up today, right?  She’s not here.  She sent this by e-mail.  This is “Ten Reasons Why Beer is Better than Religion.” (laughter)  (She saw it on the web; this isn’t her own work.  This is something that Marcus Borg, the theologian, apparently said at some time.)

Reason number 10, Why Beer is Better than Religion:

10.
No one will kill you for not drinking Beer.

9.
Beer doesn’t tell you how to have sex.

8.
Beer has never caused a major war.

7.
They don’t force Beer on minors who can’t think for themselves.

6.
When you have a Beer, you don’t knock on people’s doors trying to give it away.

(You see? Only a theologian could think of this stuff.)
5.
Nobody’s ever been burned at the stake, hanged, or tortured over his brand of Beer.

4.
You don’t have to wait 2000+ years for a second Beer.

3.
There are laws saying Beer labels can’t lie to you.

2.
You can prove that you have a Beer.

1.
If you’ve devoted your life to Beer, there are groups to help you stop. (laughter)

Now I don’t think that beer is better than religion…(unless it’s really, really hot!)  

That would be heresy, because it’s laughing at us.  It’s blasphemy, as opposed to heresy, when we speak for God.  It really doesn’t matter who it is that is doing that.  

What Jesus is saying, I think, is that we need to have the courage at times to be heretics for Love…when Love and Religion part ways, that we trust Love.  Because it’s one thing to laugh at some theological abstraction, but once we laugh at compassion, once we laugh at human hopes, we’ve lost something that’s very hard to find again.

The concept of blasphemy came from the name of God, and that name was what was said at the burning bush; I Am, Being, Life, there are different ways to translate it.  But the idea is that humans need a symbol to talk about that sacred ground.  We need images to keep us close to it.  But if we start believing in the images and the symbols themselves, and we start following symbols, they can’t lead us to that foundational experience to which they were designed to lead us.  They are supposed to dissolve into Love, and into Life.  They’re like Alka-Seltzer…right?  They dissolve into your life and you start discovering Love in deep, new ways.  It’s like the sugar at the bottom of your tea.  As long as you can see it, it’s not really doing what it’s supposed to do.  You need to keep stirring until you can’t see it anymore.  

Religion should be like that.  Isn’t it true that in some of the most loving people you’ve ever met, you couldn’t see the religion?  But it was there…all through their being.  Illuminating life, that deep intelligence, that’s what the symbol points to, and it doesn’t belong to any human being.  We belong to it.  

I want to close with a poem that talks about that experience…of something that we can’t see, taste, or touch.  So we make images of it and sometimes call it names, but we know it’s deeper than that.

As swimmers dare

to lie face to the sky

and water bears them,

as hawks rest upon air

and air sustains them,

so would I learn to attain

freefall, and float

into Creator Spirit’s deep embrace,

knowing no effort earns

that all-surrounding grace.

– Denise Levertov

Every sin that you commit will be forgiven.  Every theological heresy you have will be forgiven.  The one thing that you must hold on to in any circumstance is a reverence for Love itself.
Transcribed and edited by a member of the St. Andrew’s Sermon Transcription Project.
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