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Have you ever been totally surprised by somebody’s voice? Maybe they’re an author and you have read them. You get set in your mind what this person sounds like and then when you get a chance to hear them in real person it’s nothing like you imagined. James Cone is a prominent Systematic Theologian who speaks to theology out of the black experience (in fact he even taught at Adrian College for a while). I always imagined that he would speak with this deep resonating voice. A few years back I was in Atlanta at Emory University and Cone was giving a talk, so I took the chance to go listen to him. Instead of this deep resonating voice that I had always envisioned when reading him, it took me some time to get used to this high, almost squeaky, voice with which he was speaking.
Glenn Miller, not the one you might remember, but still a musician, the nephew of friends of ours from my first church, is a church organist/musician somewhere in the suburbs of Detroit, that last I knew. Deana and George often talked about their church musician nephew, but I didn’t get a chance to meet him, unfortunately, until Deana’s funeral where he sang. Out of this beanpole guy came the biggest, deepest voice I have ever heard. Sometimes we are just totally surprised by how someone sounds.
So, a couple of weeks back Brad Sherrill was here and dramatically recited the entire Gospel of John. It was absolutely fascinating. You heard the Gospel in a new way. You heard certain themes articulated and repeated because of the fast paced oral rendering – something that is hard to do in a slower methodical reading of the text. But what surprised me more than anything is that Jesus was a tenor. Who knew?

It’s been hard for me to read the Gospel of John lately without hearing Brad Sherrill’s voice, with his inflections and the little lilt that he gave to Jesus speaking voice. I was surprised and perhaps even disagreed with how he presented Jesus vocally sometimes, but who knows, really? Maybe Brad is spot on – maybe not. Does it matter?
Well, yes, it does matter. Not the tonal timbre of Jesus voice. It doesn’t matter if Jesus were a bass or a soprano. But the character of Jesus voice may very well matter on how he is perceived and received. Particularly true, I think, for the understanding of the Gospel of John.
Going back to Brad Sherrill for moment, while his dramatic recitation of the Gospel of John was unique and fun for us, according to Thomas Boomershine (who used to teach Christianity and Communication at United Theological Seminary, our United Methodist Seminary down in Dayton, Ohio), what Brad Sherrill did for us was a normal presentation of the Gospels in the first and second centuries. The Gospels were normally told or read in groups. They were almost never read in silence and rarely alone. And so Boomershine posits the question, “How did the storytellers of the early Jesus community present Jesus voice? How was the voice of Jesus presented in the early performances of the gospel of John?”
Again we have no way of answering the question on the basis of actual sounds. And yet any time we read the gospels in church or in study classes, we give voice to Jesus’ words. We present Jesus’ voice, tone, volume, and attitude. Anytime we “perform” the gospels, we attempt to answer, “What did Jesus sound like?”
Boomershine says that tradition has developed a very distinctive voice for Jesus in the Gospel of John. He claims that Jesus’ words in the long speeches that the Gospel of John presents have often been performed in solemn and serious tones – a deep, strong voice that delivers a series of authoritative, theological pronouncements. (mock the speech). Have you ever heard anyone preach like that? Drives me crazy – but I digress.
So, what Boomershine tells us in his essay “Jesus’ Voice In John,” is the voice we hear in the Gospel of John is integrally related to the distinctive role that the gospel of John has played in Christian tradition. And this is really quite fascinating. At least it is for me and has helped me understand John a bit better.
For good or ill John has been a major source for our traditional Christology. The major creeds of the church, the doctrines of the unity of the human and divine in Jesus have mostly been based upon the Gospel of John. And so Christians throughout the centuries have heard John’s Gospel as a particular Christian document addressed to Christian believers speaking theological truth. Boomershine says the downside to this, to hear the Gospel of John as a Christian treatise to Christian believers, is that Jesus often comes off as pompous and arrogant.
And I say to myself, “Yes! That’s it. That’s been my problem with the Gospel of John, the aloof, detached, authoritarian voice that we have given Jesus in the Gospel of John.” Take our Scripture lesson for example:

“I am the door of the sheep. All who came before me are thieves and robbers.”



“What?” said John the Baptist.



“What?” said Elijah.



“What?” said Moses.

“I am the door; if any one enters by me, he will be saved, and will go in and out and find pasture… For this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life that I may take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down on my own accord. I have power to lay it down, and I have power to take it again.”
I don’t want to over characterize how pompous that sounds. But in relation to the other Gospels, one can see the difference in character that Jesus occupies, mostly, I think, because we have misappropriated the voice of Jesus in the Gospel of John.
Again, Boomershine does a nice job of articulating the difference in the communication medium from the first century and now. Because the vast majority of the people were not even literate, the gospels, he claims, were not written as literary texts. In fact he cites that they may very well have been “published” by public performance and were written for those performances.

I can understand that. If anyone reads my sermons, they would probably come to the conclusion that I am not a good writer, and they would be right on many levels. But the point is I don’t write sermons to be read. Sermons are written to be heard, and there is a necessary style difference.

In some ways it would be like a composer of music writing down her musical manuscript. It is done so the instruments and voices can participate together and make this beautiful music. She doesn’t pass the score out to the audience and ask, “So, what do you think? Isn’t it beautiful?”
Those of you who heard Brad Sherrill “perform” the Gospel of John, probably heard a more original voice than we could ever achieve in its silent reading.

Perhaps we also misappropriate the voice of Jesus in the Gospel of John because we have not understood the target audience of the John. I mentioned earlier that because this gospel was so crucial in the early church’s understanding of Christology that we have received it as a handbook for Christians. But the target audience was just the opposite. It was written by Jews in the first century for Jews in the first century who did not yet believe that in Jesus something new is happening, and that the spirit of God was working a new thing.
Why does that matter? Well, I think it matters because if we don’t give the Gospel of John the leeway to be a first century document to a first century group of people, then we may very well misappropriate the voice of Jesus for those of us in the 21st century. And something that was meant to be a life-giving thoroughfare becomes for us a dead end. 

The irony in that is this passage from the Gospel of John that we used as our lesson today, Jesus as the good shepherd, a lesson in which we could so easily misappropriate the voice of Jesus and therefore take us to this dead end of understanding, was written specifically for those who are experiencing dead ends. Sometimes we miss that in the hubris of the words or the misunderstanding of the voice we give to the words.
What is similar between those of the first century and those of the 21st century, who hear this Gospel, is that we all struggle with life’s dead ends. We have periods of doubt and anxiety, a need for community and God. We have broken dreams, disappointments, and a longing for meaning. We are exhausted chasing down life’s roads that are too often dead ends.

What Jesus says is that we are all sheep who have chosen a shepherd. Choose wisely. There are many shepherds who promise many things. They may even lead you into green pastures and by flowing streams. But what happens when the wolf comes? Is your shepherd willing to lay down his life to protect you? No. The hired hands and pretenders are out of there, looking out for no one but themselves. They abandon their sheep to save their own lives.

Jesus says, I am the good shepherd. I will lay down my life for my sheep. I am the gate. There is no dead end here.

Some people like to think they are self-made and self-sufficient. They like to claim they don’t believe in anything. But everyone believes in something. Some people put their faith in savings and stock portfolios, which can make the pastures look green. But what happens when deep recessions hit, or wolves dressed in Bernie Madoff’s clothing rip you off? Some follow the shepherd of no pain with drugs and alcohol, which in the end creates even more pain. Many of the shepherds we choose to follow lead us to less dramatic dead ends, but dead ends nonetheless.

In the end, isn’t that why we are all here today? We have all met the dead ends of following false shepherds. We are tired and exhausted from the chase. Yet there is something deep within us – there is a voice that calls out to us. Don’t get caught up in the sound of the voice that John thought might be helpful for the first century Jewish community. Don’t get caught up in the sound of the voice your pastor may present and works hard at to lift up the relevance of the truth that is God. Both, and others, might be very helpful and enlightening.

However, be intent to listen to the voice of the good shepherd, which by the grace of God is already resonating within you and is calling you by name to come and experience the abundant green pastures of life in God.

I pray it will be true in your life and in mine. Amen.

PAGE  
THE WORLD ACCORDING TO JOHN: 
JESUS WAS A TENOR

First United Methodist Church of Ann Arbor
Sunday, March 27, 2011


Page 4

