A Targum For Our Time
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Scripture: Colossians 1: 1-14

“Tirgim” is a Hebrew word that means “to translate” and “to explain”. It’s what the rabbis used to do – and still do – as they stand up and make what was written hundreds or thousands of years ago come alive for us today. But notice that it means two things – not only to literally translate a scripture, but also ‘explain’ it. Because the rabbis realized that you cannot literally translate a scripture without also, at the same time, interpreting it, and making it new, and putting it in a modern context – in other words, explaining what it means for us, today. Maybe they couldn’t help but do both. What a dull exercise it is to just be literal, unless you also explain, and expand.

It’s an old tradition, going way way back in time. And a collection of these explanations and translations by rabbis is called a targum.

It’s what preachers who aren’t too literal try to do each Sunday

And it’s what many of you have done when you “wrote” your own letters to congregations in the manner of Paul. We’ve done this a couple of time in the past – where we took a letter of Paul’s and tried to write our own letters to our own church. We did our own tirgim.

So that is what I want to try to do today with these first 14 verses of Colossians. I was inspired by the efforts of Brian Walsh and Sylvia Keesmaat and have borrowed a bit of their attempt and added a bunch of my own. This is, in other words, my attempt at a piece of the targum.

But first, a couple of things. One, I use the idea of the targum on purpose. I am more and more a believer in something that Walsh and Keesmaat talk about, and that is that we, as Christians, must always “read the New Testament with Old Testament eyes” or to put it another way, “always hear the New Testament with Old Testament ears.” Too often in the Christian church, we do it the other way around – we read the Old Testament (the Hebrew Bible) with New Testament eyes, interpreting what is in it as if it was only a precursor or predictor of what is to come later, the really important stuff. But more often, the writers of the New Testament were doing it the other way – using concepts and ideas and words they grew up with via the Hebrew Bible and speaking that language throughout the new scriptures they were writing. And if we don’t have a deep knowledge of our Jewish scriptures, we will miss what they were saying to us.

Secondly, a bit of background. Scholars aren’t sure who really wrote Colossians. It says Paul in the beginning, but some of the concepts and language used in the letter speaks using different terms and sometimes a bit different worldview than Paul in his other letters. So, depending on who you talk to, the letter is either written by Paul or a follower of Paul – it wouldn’t have mattered much at the time who wrote it, as long as it was someone who knew what they were talking about. They were more interested in the ideas than in who wrote it. 

We don’t even know much about Colossea except that it was in Asia Minor, a smaller city, and it had an earthquake in 60 or 61 that destroyed the town. Whether it was rebuilt or not, we don’t know. We do know that if Paul wrote this letter, many of the people who heard it read to them would be dead just years later.

But again, it was the ideas that were important here, no matter who wrote it or when or to whom. 

And so we begin our tirgim, in our own words, with our own excursions. 

From Stephen, a disciple who seeks as best he can to follow Christ’s teachings and find the presence of something – some force, some soul, something “other” and yet fully myself – something he can call “God”. 

To all my brothers and sisters who live in the technologically driven world of instant gratification, who are wired together, facebooked and emailed, where a bump in one part of the world can be felt a half a globe away. Where the monetary health of Greece can make it more difficult for you to put food on your table or pay your mortgage, in ways almost none of us understand. Where we are all a terror attack away of being in deep trouble, and where we have to learn to live with that and still go about our business each day.

Grace and peace to you. I say that, knowing how we throw around those two words – “grace” and “peace” – and how cheap they become in this world of hollow words and advertising slogans. But they are not cheap words – they are the central words of our faith, in many ways. Shalom is what we translate as “peace,” and it is so deep in its roots. 

It is difficult to even translate. It means the absence of war, but it means more. It means internal calm, but it means more. It ancient days, it could come when the war is ended by a payment to the conqueror, or it could come when two people make a contract with one another and each meets their obligation. When a debt is forgiven. It is when things are unified, and as they should be and deep and restorative and good.

Do you know what Ezekiel said? He said that God would give us “a covenant of shalom”, a “covenant of peace” and in those days, God will send things to help us be safe, and prosper, and secure. We won’t be under the threat of constant attack, and we won’t be fearful of losing everything. That sounds like just what we need today. A covenant of shalom.

But in order to have it, we have a believe in something greater than ourselves, because I cannot give myself shalom. Ezekiel is clear, just as the writer of Colossians is clear. Peace comes from God. We think we get peace from our own hard work, our own accomplishment. But that would make peace about me – and it’s not about me. It’s always about us, in relationship, realizing that there is something greater than you, or me – something that binds us together, some higher value or calling or morals or purpose. 

Something we often call “God”. 


And this is why, for Ezekiel and the writers of the bible, peace comes not from us, but from God. It is a gift. It says, you don’t have to live in a broken, fragmented, splintered world. You can live devoted to something beyond yourself. 

That idea is the gift. It is, as we say, “grace.” 

So grace and peace to you. May you find a way you get beyond yourself and your own self interests, beyond your fear and your uncertainty about the world, and may you remember, there is something more than what we are sold each and every time we turn on the TV and it says, “buy this,” “get angry at this person”, “get scared of this idea”, “don’t trust anyone.”

That is not God’s world, or God’s word. That is anything but the grace of shalom.

In my prayers, I always am thankful because, in the midst of all this pressure, and all this chatter, and the lure of the computer and the lure of the demagogue and the lure of the upscale mall, you choose to come together and believe in something else. Something that says, “I want to live differently than this, I want to believe in more.” 

That says to me you have hope. 

Not the hope of our ads on TV – if you just buy this hair coloring, you will have dates! If you just buy this exercise machine, you will be desired! If you just buy this insurance, you’ll be safe!!

No, you believe in a different kind of hope. You’re not just blindly optimistic about the future. No, it’s more than that. You’re not just saying, “Things have to get better, they can’t get any worse,” that’s not your hope. No, you’re hope is the kind all through the scriptures. As Walter Bruggemann says, “the Old Testament voices the oldest, deepest, most resilient grounding of hope in all human history”, the hope that all those things God said to Israel, all those promises made, are real, not just words on a page. There is a new future coming, one where peace will reign, where shalom will be possible, where humans and that part of them that can forget themselves for a moment and reach out in love and concern for another person, that these parts will join up and, more than that, will be the norm, not the exception to the rule. 

I believe this is the truth of Jesus, this is the hope laid up in heaven for you, the gospel that has been brought to you, both from this pulpit over the years but from your relationships with one another. You have learned this from our faithful servants Stan and Faye and Sara, all faithful ministers of Christ on your behalf. 

For this reason, I always pray for you. That you may live this hope out. 

Jeremiah says that in our world, “the truth perishes.” Hosea says “there is no truth or steadfast love, and no knowledge of God in our land. Swearing and lying and murder and stealing and adultery break out” – he’s talking about all those ways we break covenant with one another, where we surrender to a world of “me” rather than “us” – and he says “the land mourns” and indeed it does, all the way to the gulf coast.

But the writer of Colossians says that God has “rescued us from the power of darkness”. He says that our sins – those times when we forgot about shalom and covenant and grace – have been forgiven. We have been given redemption. 

The world will tell you different. It will say that the person who has the most economic resources will win. The persons who have the largest computers will triumph. The companies that have the largest market share will control everything. The one who sells the most is the most powerful. 

They will tell you that over and over. They will tell you that until you almost think it is the truth. 

But it is not our truth. Not yours. For you are the inheritors of this wonderful book. These precious words, which are so deep, and so profound, and so powerful, because they are the words of people who always believed that they could resist the powers that be, that they knew something beyond the messages that told them to stay in their place, that this world was the way it had to be, that you cannot hope for more. That – really – this loving your neighbor as yourself? – that’s not really, truly possible.

But you are not giving in to that, because you know something else.

That “grace to you and peace from God” is a phrase that echoes so deep into history, and says so much, that if you let it really seep out – by helping someone who needs it, by putting your own needs aside, by putting your arm around someone who needs  comfort, by saying there is more to life than “ME” – if you let this gift of shalom out into the world, it can be – it WILL be – glorious. 

As the letter of Colossians ends, so I end my targum:

“grace be with you”

