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I would like to thank Dr. de Bary and you, the congregation of St. Paul’s, for allowing me to share in your worship service today.  It is quite an honor.  I’d also like to thank Brenda Caradine for inviting me to be a part of this Tennessee Williams celebration in this very special, very unique way.  

Today is a hard day to be a preacher.  While I am very grateful for the opportunity to be in this pulpit, I might be even more grateful to be in it next week instead, when the anniversary of September 11 has passed, or better yet, to have been in it three weeks ago, when Hurricane Katrina wasn’t anywhere near Mississippi or Louisiana.  But time marches on, we have no control over it, and time finds us here today weighed down by tragedy.  We remember the terror of four years ago, and we grieve fresh losses from these past two weeks.  Yet this morning we are also celebrating.  We celebrate a life that began 94 years ago just a few steps from here: the life of Tennessee Williams.  Brenda asked me to talk about Williams’ play The Rose Tattoo in this sermon, and when I checked the play out from the library, I found an essay by Williams that served as the preface to that edition of The Rose Tattoo.  In the essay, entitled, “The Timeless World of a Play,” Williams writes, “The great and only possible dignity of man lies in his power deliberately to choose certain moral values by which to live as steadfastly as if he, too, like a character in a play, were immured against the corrupting rush of time.  Snatching the eternal out of the desperately fleeting is the great magic trick of human experience.”  In other words, as we are moved along by the rush of time, we must find those values that will carry us through this life no matter what comes, eternal values to stick by no matter how time changes us.  From this essay, and from all I have heard this weekend, Williams seems to have had an extraordinary grasp of the way that literature can show us the eternal.  

Take Williams’ play, The Rose Tattoo.  It is the story of Serafina delle Rose, a Sicilian immigrant and seamstress who runs a tiny sewing business out of her home.  She is tormented by grief over the death of her husband, who had been—and still remains, even in death—the object of her unyielding devotion and unmitigated passion.  Williams’ production notes for The Rose Tattoo tell us, and I quote, “The locale of the play is a village populated mostly by Sicilians somewhere along the Gulf Coast between New Orleans and Mobile.  The time is the present.”  “…along the Gulf Coast between New Orleans and Mobile…,” right where Hurricane Katrina came ashore.  And if the time really is “the present,” then we must imagine that Serafina’s flimsy cottage has been flattened by wind and water, that perhaps her sewing machine peeks out from the rubble.  But this is where we can begin to realize what is so precious about “the world of a play.”  “The present time” in the world of the play does not have to be equivalent to our present day, in-the-moment reality.  In the same essay Williams says that plays exhibit “that special condition of a world without time.”  When we read literature, or listen to storytelling, or see a play performed, we glimpse a world where the landscape is fixed, where time is contained in the space between beginning and ending, and where the only terrorist attacks and hurricanes are those scripted by the author: controlled, contained, beginning, middle, end.  When we read stories we are on the outside of a little world, a tiny snapshot of humanity, and we are looking in, watching.  It is in literature that the small features of everyday life, the passing moments of our relationships with family, friends, and strangers, become magnified so that we can see them clearly, in new ways.  Stories have the power to teach us truths we cannot otherwise grasp.

 Jesus of Nazareth knew the power of a good story.  He knew that to bring the good news of the kingdom of God to those around him, he needed to tell good stories, to focus attention on a world without time.  Just a few chapters earlier in Matthew the disciples ask Jesus why he speaks to the crowds in parables, and he answers, “The reason I speak to them in parables is that ‘seeing they do not perceive, and hearing they do not listen, nor do they understand… For this people's heart has grown dull, and their ears are hard of hearing, and they have shut their eyes.”  The crowds around Jesus are caught up in the rush of time, they are unable to comprehend the eternal.  Jesus tells them parables to show them these snapshots from the world without time.  But not everyone will understand.  Good stories require good readers.  They require critical reflection, they require time for study, they defy easy interpretations.  

Today’s Gospel lesson is no exception.  It begins with Peter’s famous question to Jesus: Lord, if my brother, a fellow Christian, sins against me time after time after time, how many times must I forgive?  How about seven, Lord?  That’s a good biblical number.  Isn’t that plenty?  Not seven, Peter, but seventy-seven.  Or it may be seventy times seven, for a total of four hundred and ninety times.  It’s very difficult to tell whether the Greek text here reads “seventy-seven” or “seventy times seven,” so you’ll see it translated both ways.  A lot of scholarly ink has been spilled determining exactly what this number is, which I find very ironic, because Jesus’ point is precisely that if you are busy counting, you are not busy forgiving.  If you are preoccupied with numbers, with quantities, with the minutiae of the rules, tit for tat, an eye for an eye, then you are not occupied with the task of living, moment to moment and neighbor to neighbor, in Christian community.  

Matthew follows this account of Peter’s question with a parable of Jesus, a story within the larger story of the book of Matthew.  Of all the Gospel writers, Matthew is the one who likes to editorialize the most—to add a little commentary here and there to help us out with our interpretations.  He does this a lot by framing Jesus’ parables with his own ideas about what the parables mean.  If we remove Matthew’s commentary from either end of the parable, then we see that the parable itself actually ends at v. 34 and begins with the simple assertion that “[there was] a king who wished to settle accounts with his slaves.”  When the king discovers that a slave owes him the equivalent of fifteen years’ wages, he thinks in numbers: what can he do to get his money back?  The answer is to sell the slave, his family, and all his possessions.  But the slave begs for more time to repay the debt; instead of extending the repayment deadline, the king surprisingly cancels the entire debt.  It appears that the king is starting to think in terms of the human rather than the quantitative.  But wait: the slave did not do unto his fellow slave as was done unto him, and this time the amount in question is merely a few days’ wages.  The king is indignant: you should have had mercy on your colleague like I had mercy on you.  Tit for tat.  To the torture chamber you go.  

I think we as readers tend to agree at first glance with the king: one bad deed deserves another.  The slave is ungrateful for the grace that the king has shown him, and he has therefore proven himself unworthy of grace.  But when it comes to Jesus’ parables, the easy reading is not usually the best one.  While the slave’s lack of forgiveness is reprehensible, even more so is the king’s.  The king is doing exactly what Jesus has instructed Peter not to do: he’s living by the numbers.  He’s keeping the books, he’s counting how many times he must forgive his servant, and he thinks it’s only as many times as the servant in turn forgives.  He returns to his identity as the same “king who wished to settle accounts with his slaves.”  His forgiveness ledger has got to be balanced.  But while the king is busy tallying his obligations, he has neglected to take note of a different number: there are now two people rotting in debtors’ prison, two families destroyed by the king’s accounting, and neither of them will be able to pay the money back while they live out their lives in jail. 

In Act I, Scene 3 of The Rose Tattoo, Serafina’s doctor and the local priest are having a conversation on the porch of Serafina’s humble home, while Serafina sleeps, drugged, inside.  Serafina is wrought with grief, having just lost her husband Rosario and having suffered a miscarriage.  The priest is insistent that Rosario’s body not be cremated, lest Serafina keep the ashes in the house in a show of “pagan idolatry.”  The priest is concerned with the minutiae of rules, with keeping the books.  The doctor, on the other hand, has a different idea.  He says to the priest, “Father de Leo, you love your people but you don’t understand them.  They find God in each other.  And when they lose each other, they lose God and they’re lost.  And it’s hard to help them.”  “When they lose each other, they lose God…”  Our connection with the divine is intimately wrapped up in our connection to other people.  And we become connected with each other when we listen to each other’s stories; through our stories we show each other our common humanity.  That’s the only way forgiveness becomes possible; it’s the only way we can sustain our relationships.  We can’t grasp the impact of Hurricane Katrina by simply studying the facts and the numbers—we must hear the stories and be touched by the survivors; likewise, the horror of September 11 is not contained by figures and statistics.  In our parable, the first slave didn’t listen to the story of his fellow slave’s sorrow, his cry of pity, as the king had done for him.  And the king stopped paying attention to the slaves’ humanity, and he started counting, thinking that there was a magic “forgiveness-number” that could define his relationship to his fellow human being.  The king and two slaves lost each other and lost God, and in the world of the parable they are lost, and there is no helping them.  

In this parable, this little snapshot of humanity, the landscape of the story is fixed—no natural disaster or terrorist attack will change the fact that the king dooms those two servants to be tortured every time we read it.  When we get to the end, we can start over at the beginning, and everything will be reset as it was before we reached the end.  This parable is a tiny “world without time.”  But time will change us as readers; every time we encounter a text, we understand it differently, because we have changed as people.  The same old play, or the same old parable, will be new to us every time we read it, because we have started a new job, or we have recovered from an illness, or we have simply grown a day older.  As a community, we come to these texts today realizing that there are two life-changing, indeed world-changing experiences weighing heavily on our hearts and defining who we are as readers.  We are post-9/11, post-Katrina readers.  We read the stories of the Bible with new eyes, and we have new stories of our own to tell: stories about where we were the planes hit, what and whom we’ve lost in the storm, why our lives our different today than they were yesterday.  If what Williams says is true, if the dignity of humanity depends on identifying moral values that will see us through, on separating the eternal from the fleeting, then I think that storytelling itself is a steadfast moral value.  It’s not surprising that every Internet news outlet these days has a link that says, “Share your story.”  Each of us has a story to tell, and each of us has an obligation to listen to each other’s stories.  It is how we connect with each other, how we see each other as more than numbers.

If we want to know how to live a Christian life, then we need to get reading.  If we want identify the eternal out of the rush of time, then we need to hear each other’s stories, we need to be good readers.  That is why, in the wake of the worst natural disaster this country has known, and on the fourth anniversary of the worst terrorist attack this country has known, we can come here and celebrate a playwright.  Because Christianity itself is grounded in story.  It is a “religion of the book.”  Holy Scripture, this complicated, eclectic collection of stories and remembrances, is our rule of faith and life.  Scripture is authoritative for us, it is our primary source for knowledge about God, it is how we know that in life and in death, in tragedy and joy, we belong to our faithful Savior Jesus Christ, the Word made flesh, the storyteller extraordinaire.  And while biblical literature takes precedence in our religious life, all stories can illuminate our common humanity.  So thanks be to God for good storytellers, for good readers, and for the life of Tennessee Williams.  
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