9-7-86. Creation. One of the more distressing things about human nature is our love of a heated
debate, sometimes even to the point of violence, @out matters on which there is no hard & fast
évidence either way. I am by profession an historian, and I took up this trade a long whale ago,
in part at least because of the pleasure I get in watching and hearing conflicts out of the past,
“quarrels that once divided friends and tribes and nations, matters that were of t he utmost weight
and significance, but which with the passage of time became so unintelligible that only antiquar-
ians tessy can understand and appreciate them. I wonder if anyone today would do battle ovér the
procession of the holy spirit. 'I am certain that none of my students understands or cares gout
the indulgence controversy, or lay investiture,,or nominalism and realism, It takes real devotion
to work oneself into a lathee of indignation over the free and unlimited coinage of silver at the
ratio of 16:1; and wouldn't you guess that most people today are as mystified as were our British
cousins in 1765 over the fine distinction between internal and external taxation? Thoms, and a
1000 other long-dead debates, are meah and drink to the historian, who makés his hobby all those
ponderous and divisiwe trivialities that brought us to thiis moment. So many are they, that once
struck sparks and ignited fires, but whécp lost importance, dnd even meaning, that there is a book
entitled The Enduring Questions. They are not numerous, and in that is a sad footnote to human
history. It means that nearly all of the subjects that we are losing our tempers over today will
be forgotten very soon. And isn't that sad? But cheer up, my brethren, and sisters, for today we
have one of those enduring subjects to discuss and think about, Text Gen 1,2, Today we begin a
new month and a new qr and a new lesscon series. This one is about the begimning of the covenant
people, and it will k eep us occupied for three months, 13 lessons, until the end of November. It
asks us to think about, and remember, what is one of the major themes of the Bibl faith. It is
that the God of the Hebrews is unlike any other god in every way that you and I can imagine. The
starting point of that difference is in the covenant between God and people. The recurring phrase
I will be your Gog , and you will be my people, sets forth the foundation of a contract, an agree-
ment, that binds both God and mankind. God holds us all to allegiance and obedience, but God is
also bound by his own definition of righteousness, and acts in accordance with his own moral com-
mdndmts to mankind. With such a God there can be confidence and comfort, for the terror of the un-
known is overcome in certainty. In a world under the authority of the covenant God there can be
order in human affairs as there is in the behavior and movement of the heavenly bodies. There can
also be justice because God has provided law fof his people, to do to ot as well as to obey in
ourselves. Immorality and selfishness and oppression shall be punished, guilt and an uneasy
mind, and then with God's wrath and destructicn. Righteousness and obedience and humility before
the omnipotence of the Almighty provide peace in mind and soul, spiritual prosperity, and happy
lives. In thelight of the covenant it is theincredible fact that most of us deny the presentreali-
ty of G:gjl(set and 1 ive by our own moral rules,/lexalt the material and the sensual over mind and
soul, and then suffer the consegs. The rakbis &each it, prophets proclaim it, preachers hold it up
to us, but it was the gifted and ssmsitive Albert Einstein who said it best: in this life there are
no rewards and no punishments; there are only consequences. For some of us the c onsegs are rewards
and for others they are punishmts. In a world and a humanity under the judgmt of a covenant God
we may keep or we may break the laws, but it is not given to us to repeal them, or to amend them.
That is elementary and basic to the faith of Israel, which we have inherited from those ancients
who also gave us the Messianicvision. This fall, then, let us go back to the beginnings, back to
the-0ld landmarks, back to the roots of our faith, We begin at the very beginning, to see the cove
nant in the creation. Gen 1: 1, 26--2:1-3., This is the first of three creation stories in the Bi-
ble. The others are in Gen 2, which is the male chauvinist version of human beginnings, and in Ps
104, a hymn to be sung te God the Creator of All. This one, Iam told, is not so old as in Gen 2,
and is much sigpler in form. We are assigned only a portion of it, and I hope we shall all consid-
er it an assignmt to read it all. Let us note some of its testimony, and then comment upon its
meaning. The story begins with the words, in the béginning. when was that? We do not know, and
the earth scientists, and the astrophysicists, who have been arguingaout it for centuries, are
not sure either. In 165k bishop Ussher of Ireland counted lifespans of the patriarchs listed in
those genealogies in the Bible, I call them the begot and the begotten, and fixed the date of the
creation at 9 a,m. on an October morning in LOO4 b.c.; if T count it right the earth and stars and
sun and moon will be 5990 yrs old next month, by that reckoning. But even if we take literally the
lists of begats, there is no way of reading into the 6 days of creation a strict 24-hour turn of
earth as we measure time. From the ages of rocks and other such evidence » the best estimate is,
and estimate is the right word even for the earth scientists, the creation took place l¢s to 6 bil-
lion years ago, when a small bit of proto-matter exploded with a big bang, in incredible heat, so
extremely hot in fact that nearly L minutés passed before there could be atoms. If we are to be-
lieve the astronomers who study the origins, at the moment of explosion the universe was in perfect
symmetry, which it has not again known. From that bang neutrinos were set in motion, matter came




into being, the emptiness of interstellar space was created--astounding thought, that--wkgere there
was nothing, there was vacuum and the silence of infinite space that so terrified Pascal. In obed-
ience to éathematically precise laws, all of the universe which we can observe came into being.
If we hatd the ability and the interest, you and I could devote our lives teo the study of the be-
- ginning of time, and the excitement of the first three minutes of it., The same story, or asimila
story, is recounted here. There was a void, without form, which we call chaos, into which came or-
der. One of the oldest and most dependable of the gquips you may hear in a histery lecture is of
someone--the name whanges with the subject--who was so conservative that had he been present at
the creation he would have preferred chaos to change. The spirit of God moved upon that void, and
in the darkmess there was light, and in the insensate there was life, and growth, and movement.
Mankind came into being, male and female, no distinctioMand to them God gave
dominance over everyliving thing, plants, fish, birds, s. On the 6éth God finished, and
on the 7th he rested. That is the beautiful story we have of creation, and we could spend long
months in its study and contemplation. But there are most significant aspects of this story that
wenced to note, and to think about. f%m is the continuing futility of the quarrel between
the literalists and the scientists about the creation. My dearly beloved, there should be no dis-
agreemt between fdith and reason. This beautiful poem is told to establ the Who of ereation; the
astronomers and biologists and geologists and atomic physicists must work to explain the How of it.
This acet tells mgny of us all we want to know about this world and what we can see of our galaxy.
In the beginning God created it. That means that the universe did not come into existence by acci-
dent, or without plan and purpose. It means that before time bagan, God existed. There are no
proofs here of God, ne argument about it. It is confidently assumed that reality has a divine foun
dation and that the visible has meaning. No fatalism is here, no doubt of the author. Just a few
lines later and the reader comes to the tragedy of rebellion and disobedience. But that is not
“The end of the story, no more than the physical world is the beginning. Life would be a jigsaw
puzzle with none of the parts cut to fit together if it were a cosmic accident, or a mistake. That
would be the miracle, and it would take gallans of faith to swallow. But note clearly that this
account says nothing about How. 'ﬁ‘lhe scientist is bound by his credo to seek explanations for the
visible reality he sees around A ,-in terms of that reality itself. He is prohibited from going

beyond the tangible or accepting what cannot be empirically demonstrated. That means that he can-
not go beyond that primeval lump of matter that exploded into what you see on a clear night. He
cannot explain where the chaos came from, for that is not his territory. Nothing in this account

makes impossible the beliefdthat God did it /RO IRICDET a5 A% by natural law which €an be compre-
hended by man,/who is part of the creation he studies. May it be 3 ¢ eneration which brings to
an end a destructive warfare between science and religion that ho s our worship of God with all
our minds, and which restricts our understanding of the world we live in. _gx_olhc%t‘gi:_qgi if Uod
made it, it's good. Anything good becomes e vil when it is misused, but is a blessing when used in
the purpose of God. This is my father's world; in the beginning God created it. I canmot stand
apart from it, or refuse to learn of it, or withdraw from it. It is flawed by man's rebellion,
yes. But the Kgdm of God is God's creation healed of its faults. This is the meaning of incarna-
tion, and is the covenant in the creation. Since God is the creator, then nothing in his creation
can prevent his purposes. It is as foolish, and as futile, to resist the rightéousness and the
law of God and expect to prosper, as it would be to sweep back the tides, or to stop that glacier
that is slowly crushing the forests of Alaska, The natural world is his because he made it. We
are hisbecause he made us too. We are free to choose our way of life, and to take the conseqs of
our choice. We can be sure that all the forces of the universe work for us when we try in all hu-
mility to be what we were made to be. The humblest dild, and the wisest p hilosopher, can each say
nothing that is so profound as this: God made me, and God made the world I live in, so that as long
as I am faithful and penitent I need have no fear, for all things work together for good to those
who love God and are called to his purposes...And apother thing: the Bible is not a bk of science,
for its writers had a more important question to put than How creation occurred. If we know the
Who then life makes sense, it adds uF’ there is purpose and meaning and beginning and -end. And they
there is another question, also more'important to our spirit than the How: and that is Why? Not
the process but the purpose. It seems likely that what began in tremendous heat will end in absolu
cold, entropy, not a moving molec%n&g{t. ‘Without the Who it is senseless, purposeless, a relat-
ively brief life of light and heat,| eridless eons of dark and cold beyond belief. But the creation
story we find here has a mind and a'}irection and a purpose. We may in our childish temper=tantrum
refuse the God who made us, we may abuse our bodies with opiates and despoil thi beautiful planet.
But that does not cancel out the Biblical faith of the creator who is love and who cares. No one mk
who knows of the world can doubt the mind that made it. Look at the galaxy in Orion thru the most

pwrful telescope, and look at the poliomyelitis virus t hru the electron microscope. iFrom the lar-
gest to the amaliest there is a resemblance so breath-taking that you know there is .a family rélat-

shp. Everything in creation sings of the mind and the purpese of God.
' 1




9-14-86. Rainbow. The oldest epic literature which has been preserved for us is the story of Gil-
gamesh, king among the Sumerians. The epic was first written 3000 yrs ago, and was in the oral trad
ition much before thah., Gilgamesh is the first human hero of a tale told to teach and to entertain
His story is also the first evidence of the literary style we call tragedy. The poem of mourning
for the friend of Gilgamesh, who died, is as moving an experience as is the elegy of John Milton or
Sheddey's lament upon the death of Keats. I mention all this because one of the chapters of the
Gilgamesh epic tells of the flood that washed away all things, except those on board the boat of
the Sumerian Noah, whose name was Ziusudra, or Utnapishtim. In that version the gods decided to
destroy the creation because people made too much noise. T quote: in those days the world teemed,
the people multiplied, the world bellowed like a wild bull, and the great god was aroused by the
clamor., Emlil cpmmanded: The uproar of mankind is intolerable and sleep is no longer possible by
reason of the bael. So they sent the flood. Waters covered the face of the earth. In his boat
Utnapishtim looked out upon that sear I looked at the face of the world and there was silence, all
mankind was t wned to clay...I bowed low, I sat down and I wept, the tears streameddown my face,
for on every: side was the waste of water. In the Gilgamesh story there are basic differences with
the Bibl account. The god is angered that anyone escaped drowning in the Sumerian version, and
there is no covenant of promise writtén in the skies. So I prefer the Bibl version. Let us re~
read it, and think about its meaning. Text Gen 9. Today we have the 2d in a qr unit on the begin-
ning of the covenant people. Covenant may be a word,and an idea, that we know little a bout, for we
do not often use the word. It is a legal term, for contract, or agreemt between two parties, in
which each binds himself to do what it has agreed to do. That there should be a contract between
God and man is one of the most: important doctrines of Bibl relig. In effect God offers us a deal;
if we keep our allegiances pure and our faith unshaken, and if we bbey the rules, then God will be
our God and we shall be his people. That relatshp, which we Xns have inherited from our Jewish
parents, is the foundat-shone of our faith., It tells us that God our creator is a covenant-maker;
he is not mad, or senseless. He will not destroy us for the trivial reason that we make so much
noise that he camnot sleep. Our God in fact does not sleep, nor is he distant from us., He makes
promises, and then he keeps them. It is the Bibl faith that-God speaks covenant words to a cove-
nant people, and enters into a eovenant relatshp in an act of covenant, and that is a fact of sur-
passing significance. It means that God takes the initiative to reach from eternity into time to
touch us with his presence, and that God wants nothing but good things for us. But there is a con~
dition, and that is the other - side of the contrgct. The covenant relatshp puts both God and man-
kind under obligats and responsibils, and that means that the universe is not a thing og\blind force
In such a world there can be order and predictability and mathematical precision to the physical
realm in which we live. Last wk we looked briefly at the covenant in the creation; today we come
to the covenant in the skies. It is a promise made to all living things in the e¢reation. The back
ground to it is the story of the flood that you may read about in Gen 6-8. The Bibl account empha-
sizes 3 imp facts: 1) early in human existence man rebelled vs. God and sought sensmal and selfish
pleasures; 2) the sin of mankind aroused the wrath of God--for every act there is a consequence,
man's wrongdoing brings God's retiitbution; 3) during the time of flood God showed his mercy by mak-
ing a plan to save every kind of living thing in the ark. That is a parable that is of great impor
tance to the theologians. The flood is the first example of the mainstream of Bibl relig--sin, jud-
gmt,, deliverance; itis the earliest example of -the grace of God going beyond what people deserved
to protect and redeem human life. It -also shows the arbitrary choice of God working among us; Noah
and his family were saved by grace. Read the story to see who shut the door of the ark so that none
but the chosen were saved., After the flood ‘God repented of his wrath, and made some fundamental
decisions. Gen 9: 1-15. This is the giving of the first covenant between God & mankind, and also
it is the first amendmt of the laws for human living. In the 1lst Chap of Gen, v. 29, God made man
a vegetarian; he is to eat of the green plants, and of the seeds and of the fruit that has seeds in
it. But now, Gen 9, man is permitted to eat meat. Every moving thihg that lives shall be food for
you; as before God gave man the green plants, now he gives us everything. As you know, in the Mo-
saic code that-came much later than this, there were restrictions upon that libverty. Here they
couldnot eat meat with blood in it, and they were to hold human life in deep respect. Life is the
most precious thing on this paanet; it is the gift of God, and it is therefore God's to take when
he will. -But the heart of this passage is'the covenant that we find in it. Behold, I essablish
my covenant with you, and with your descendants, and with every living creature. That is as tbroad
a contract as you will ever see. This is the first covenant, and so it deserves our close atten-
tion, The first mention of covenant is in 6:18; which like this one is a promise of future conduct
Too, like this one, it is unconditional. In thatffthe Noah covenant is different from the later, or
Mosaic, contract. Gad made & promise, and no human action was required to fulfill it. Nor did God

ask Nosh if we wanted to enter into an agreemt, or if he would abide by the rules if one were offer
ed. He simply said, this is the way it is going to be. I your God will voluntarily limit my pwr.




Never again would there be a flood like the one Nogh had survived; never again adauge that would
destroy all flesh. Now, think what thea meant to “oah. Heme was the all-powrfl God, who c¢ould
send the storm and cover the earth w/water, who could control the earthquake and the volcano and
the lightning bolt, promising never again to permit a flood to kill mankind. It was the most re~
assuring word Noah could have heard justthen. He had lived through a terrifying eperience, one he
wouldnever forget., The waters had jusy run off, the ground newly dry, and now there were clouds
forming above them. Couldit be that the peril was not over? Primitive man feared what he could
not underst, just as do we. Demonic forces plotted against him; even the God who made him had
destroyed an entire civilization. The word hope was not in their vocabulary; all about them was
a hostile world. Then came the promise of God. At the darkest moment came assurance that this
would never happen again, that they would have no cause to fear their world. God made it, and it
was good. Life and death would go on, of course; all the covenants had to do w/life & death.But
never again would the God of life destroy all living things. The proof would glow in the skies
after a rain. The rainbow is the visible covenant, and to understand the meaning of the symbol-
ism, we need to know that the Hebr word usedhere for bow, I set my bow in the cloud, is always used
for the weapon, the bow that hurls the arrow. It goes back to the idea that the lightning was
God's arrows, shot from his bow, and then put asidddwhen he is not longer gngry. What makes this
image so pwrfl is that here, and only here in all the Bible, jhe word does not mean a weapoy with
which to attack mankind; it becomes a arc of vivid colors setfin the clouds, the rainbow, apymbol
not of warfare between God and man, a battle man cannot ever expect to win. The spear is tbroken,
the hatchet is buried, the sword is made into plowshares. The symbol of war becomes the promise
of peace, and that which brought death is the guarantee of life. Now, there are some things a-
bout, this story that we need to note, and to think about. First, note that the promise of peace
was not made to human beings only. It was also made to all the other creatures of earth, all which
had survived the flood, the cattle, the beasts, and the birds. It was, in short, the solemn pro-
mise of God to his creation and not just to mankind. It was also not limited to those who heard
it, to Noah and to his sons and their wives. It was made to all their descendants for all time
to come, and wherever they pight be. That means us. That first covenant promise of God was not
.made to a selected few, no an elect, not to.any chosen people. It was made to all people in
every land and every age. It was meant for all of us who live as prisoners of fear; it said, fear
not, for the world is not hostile, it is a good place for you; enjoy it, and do not fear it. It
was meant for the people who have lost hope, who sametimes cry out, what's the use? we are all
doomed anywhy. Why were we born? It was a promise to all who live amid the black shadows of
guilt, which some would call the starting point of relig; some of us think that everything that
goes wrong must be the punishmt for some shortcoméng. It is a promise to all who fear what tomor-
row might bring. And it is a promise to all who try to shu}. their ears to the pomise of a caring
God who wishes them well. The rainbow really marked the end of the primitfiwe age of human life,
and the beginning of a new era in which the fear of nature would give way before a growing under-
standing of it. It was not a pveturn to the ideal conditions of the garden, but it was God's pro-
mise of his presence in a world in which there is failure and pain and death. The second thing we
must note is that it is pot a promise that there will be no more floods on earth, We know better
than that; even in adrought year for us there have been floods for others. People are drwwned in
deep waters, and so are the cattle and the beasts. Nor is it a promise that man in his rebellion
will never himself destroy all living things on the planet. Our freedom includes the freedom to
blow up withmclear blasts or pollute with radioactive materials what is not ours. But the rain-
bow is the beginning of hope after despair and death. God is judge but he is sustainer of life.
More than that, he puts limits upon his pwrs, for God also recognized that unlimited authority was
not the solution to the problemof rebellion and sin. Men might go on sinning, men might live in
ignorance and folly, but the God of hope and mercy, the God of infinite patience, will never again
use a flood to wipe them out. He fiould instead use other ways of breaking through to confront them
with his love and his law. Another thing we must note is that the rainbow was put into the clouds
not so much to assure mankind of God's love, but to remind God of his promise. V.16 we should read
and memorize and quote to ourselves: when the bow is in the clouds, I will look upon it, and remem-
ber. Do you really think that God needs reminders, or could forget? No, that is what the scholars
call anthropomorphism, making God in the shape of man. But what a picture it gives us! It is of
a God who loves so much, who cares so much, that he wants to wipe out all the fear we live with,by
hanging a neon sign in the heavens when the sunshine follows the rain, so that men will kmow that
has not forgotten, can never forget, his promise. And finally, even if we can explain the rainbow
in progaic natural terms, of light passing through mist, and making the spectimm of colors, that
does Mot alter its beauty, or its meaning, God made sunlight with colors in it, and he made the
mist to refract that light--the law of nature to serve a spiritmal cause. Look upon the rainbow,
and remember the goodness of God. God remembers, and so should we.




9-21-86. Abrhham. One of my favorite paintings shows a French peasant couple, wringkdd and worn
with age, sitting at table. Between them is a loaf of bread. They sit with folded hands, giving
thanks to God for their daily bread, just as weall want to do: It is a picture of simple and un-
conquerable faith, faith that makes life sweet and meaningful, faith that gets us over the hard
places, and through the dark spots, and encourages us to live triumphantly in the midst of sorrow
and pain and pointlessness. -And yet it is an appalling fact of the world in which we live, that
faith in a cause produces not life but terror bombs, not folded hands at a French countrywoman's
table but suicide missions, not peace but perpetual warfare. Last week I was reménded of the two
‘faces of faith. I was reading John Updike's new novel Roger's Version, which suits my taste with
its subject-matter. It is the story of a divinity-school professor confronted by a young man who
wants a grant of money to support him while he proves the existence of God on a computer. The idea
of proving God infuriates the older man, who thumbs through his collection of books until he finds
the sentence of Karl Barth~-there is no way from us to’'God--not even a negative way, not even a
dialectical way or a paradox. The god who stood at the end of  some human way would not be God.

A little later in the book the two meet again, and the young man defines the devil as douby, doubt
- of goodness, doubt of God's gifts to us. That's funny, the professor replies / with all &he ayatol~-
lahs and fuhrers in the world, I would have thought the opposite. The devil is the absence of
doubt. Faith is what pushes people into suicide bombings, and into setting up extermination camps.
Doubt may give your dinner a funny taste, but itt's faith that goes out.and kills. And so it is.
And yet we are so made that we cannot live without faith in something larger and more permanent
than we; and the object of our faibh will determine the nature of our lives. Today we have the
story of the founder of the covenant people, who acted upon his vision even when it was cloudedf
unclear. Text Gen 12,17, Today we have the 3d in a series on the beginning of the covenant people
First was the covenant in the creation, and then last week it was Noah and the covenant in the skiedl
The Bibl proclamat is that our God is a covenant God, which means that he enters into a contract w/
us, one we break only to our sorrow, but one God himself refuses to break. It means that God is
not capricious or arbitrary, that God voluntarily limits his pwr, that he makes promiees and then
he keeps them. That is the lesson this series of lessons is intended to teach us anew. It is basic
to Bibl theology, and out of it comes the acceptance of a universe that is orderly and predictable
and subject to rational control, so that we are at home in the world that was made for us.

faith in a covenant God is not expréesed in a creed, or a body.of stabements, or even a high ethi-
cal std. It is instead a relatship w/the person of God; it is an experience, not a system of theol
or a set of words to be repeated. In that experience we meet and we trust the God who draws near
to us, who makes himself known to us. As we do we are changed and re-directed, and from that en-
counter we go forth to lifd, renewed and restored. That experience is available to all of us, if
we will by accept it in humble confession, like that French peasant couple at table with their
small loaf. Weworship not a creed or 4 building or an empty shell, but the 1living God who made
us, and who made us promises, and wants only the best for us. One of the first of our tribe who
heard the call, and acted upon it, was Abraham, our subgect fortoday. He is one of the most remark
aghile examples of fa:.th the human race has produced. Knowing almost nothing about God he had an
experience . with Yod, .and from that he moved unquestioningly into the unknown., That is +the mean~-
ing of the faith tha’o builds a life of joy and peace. Read about Abraham in Gen, from end chap

11 to chap 25. From the aftermath of the flood, the story moves thru a genealogy to the city of Ur
in the land of the Chaldeans on the Euphrates R:.ver in what is today Irag. There lived a man

named Abram, which means exalted father. He was not fed & inspired by the relig of his people,

for the Chaldeans believed that nature was a knowing something that was busily plotting to destroy
human life. Relig was thus a bagic fear and a sense of doom. In Ur there was a great temple %o
the worship of the moon-god, where priests recited the magical words that would prevent the victary
of nature over people. In that city Abram heard the call of God tohhig father Terah to rise up &
move away from Ur. When Terah died, Abram heard the voice. Gen 121 1 Here was a promise of
great, importance to a young man who hungered for a meaningful Telig jence, Go, Abram, it said
go to a land you do not know about, go in faith and ‘T will show you the way. The covenant is in
the words, go, and I will bless you. The word tbdess occurs 5 times in vv 2 &3, so it is the ecriti-
cal word. It means to make happy, to comfort, to abide with. God would bless this man if he did
as God commanded, bless him by making his name great in a new land, bless him by making him father
of a new nation. Note well that the promise was made to an elderly man whose wife Sarah was bar-
ren. The record says that Abram went. It does not indicate any hesitation, or planning, or delay.
But we should not be surprised if there were doubts. Travel is hard work; imagine what it was

like when you must move sheep and cattle, pack tents and carry water and foed, for a journey whose
direction or tédmminal you do not know. . He must also cut himself off from the security of the set-~
tled life, and risk the unknown. He went, as the ltr to the Hebrews in NT put it, not knowing whi-
ther he went, and that puts him into a very small company of human greatness. And yet there is a




sanse in which every one of us is called to do something similar. Life itself is anadventure, in
which each day is a step into the unknown, and we are called to walk it with Yod, who will show us
the way, and bless us with his presence if we leave each day the security of the routine/fand go
down that lonesome road wo what we do not know. God calls us to go where we cannot see the road
and can imagine only dangers and failures, and aswe go all opens up to us, But it takes faitky’/whic
is courage/]to take that step into the unknown. How many of us wo rather stay safely in Ur, not
daring//because we do not really believe and therefore cannot trust{ The library is filled w/storie
of people who felt the urge to do something &hat looked like madness, something everyone laughed
at as impossible, and yet when they dared to take the first step into the unknwn then the next
one became clear to them. There is no way of knowing how many yo:ng people have left home and fri-
ends to prepare themselves for a career, not knowing where they would live, or how they would eat,
from day to day, week to week, but they did it because they felt a call from God, and when they
went thef met miracles whenjthey needed a miracle. We see miracle when we act before one occurs.

The secret of joy in life/is to call God's hand--ok, Lord, you have called me to do the difficult,
.even the impossible; I will begin, even though I think it is crazy. Themll is a covenant, entered
into with a covenant God, a God who risks as much in betting on us as we do in betting on him, a
God who binds himself to be faithful as he asks us to bind ourselfes to be fdithful. Faith is a
calling of the bluff, to know that it was real and not abluff, not an empty echo from space, not
imaginings of our own. Common sense would tell Abram to stay in his own land, and to think long
.and hard about that call. How could a man whose wife had no child begome father of a great nation,
a nation thru which all the families of earth would be blessed? Thayfls crazy. But 4bram went, he
took the first step. He was the agent of God to heal whole creation, for never again whmld*
: try to destroy it by flood. Note one obher fact about this event: all of the initiative is of God.
Abram did not go to God; God came to himg/he would not make a great nation, God would make it of
himg/ Abram would not make his name great; God would do that. And one other thing: unlike the cove-
nant w/Noah, the rainbow in the clouds, this is the first in which man is expected to do something,
to act by faith., It is not enough to believe that I am God, he told Abram; you must arise and go,
you must act. Faith is behavior. God builds his kgdm on the actions of the daring. Now let us
move forward 2l yrs to find Abram settled in Palestine. Gen 17: 1-8., Some schols think this is a
repetitionaof the covenant in Chap 8, from a different source, for there are similarities, and some
repetition. Here is the covenant repeated to Abram, now named Abraham, which means not exalted fa-
ther, but father of many nations. Abr is to walk w;God, and to be perfect, blameless--a phrase
that should be read, be thou wholehearted, or fully dedicated, for it mea s maturity and complete~
ness, not moral perfection as we would use the words. As Abrah walks w/God, his descendants shall
be greatly multiplied. At that promise, Abrh fell on his face, as an act of reverence. And once
again God repeated the promise. As the Living Bible reads it, God said, I will give you millions
of descendants who will form many nations. It means that not Isr alone, but all kindreds and tribe
and nations will look to Abrah as their father. In Abr's response we have the central core of rel.
He was humble; he abased himself in the dust before the pwr & majesty of God, which is where we
must all begin; he believed that centuries after he had returned to dust there would be kgs r eigning
who were of his line, & that is p atience; and w/this God who speaks, who promises, who makes con-
¥racts, Betelieved that he couldbe and do the impossible, & that is faith. Humility, patience,
faith; that was Abrah, and that is true relig. There was a covenani_before there was a comdmt,
before there was a redemption from Egypt, before there were prophets aKé“ﬁé’ilms to sing. That is
the important lesson for us to think about, and meditate upon. There were other promises. It was
an everlasting relatshp, that would continue in effect w/Abr's descendants, as far as we can see
time stretching, into the dim unkmowm future. Another everlasting promise was possession of -the
land of promise, remarkable in that, Abrah was at the time a stranger in the land, a sojourner; he
was only stopping there, with his herds of animals. But it wouldtelong to Abr's descendants so
long as time endured. Note again that it was not something Abrah went to God to ask; it was given
not because Alrah had done anything to deserve it, or that it ought to be his.  And after all this
time it remains theland of promise, andthere also continues the struggle for its ownership. Even
yet, all Jews consider it the homeland, whewever they may be scattered; and they all regarded Abra
as their father. For Abrah walked w/God, even to the point of offering to sacrifice his son to
God, even when he did not understand the why, because God always kept his promises. The descendant
of Abr were indeed numbered in multitudes, and kgs were among them. And yes, they did break the
covenant, they broke many covenants, but God's purpose in thém did not wawer, for God was also pat-
ient; his love neverceased. In that love for the world he sent an even greatey covenant, his only
begotten son, who became a blessing to all the nations of theworld. And also because Abrah had the
faith to move into the unimown when God called him to go. The Dutch writer Corrie ten Boom said,
if God sends us on stony paths, he mrovides strong shoes., In the thanksgiving of the humble there
is more faith than anywhere else. As we dare the danger, we know the fulness of God's love.
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9-28-86., Sinai. 60 yrs ago the German philosopher&éub ishéd a remarkable little book with the
title, I and Thou. In it he explored the encounters between God and man, and offered an <interpre-
tation of their meaning. Earlier thinkers had defined the essential element in man's relatshp w/
God as’ the dependence, or what may be called the creature-feeling. There is a validity in that
idea, for man's rebellion arainst God is in his effort to be independent, to meet his own needs,
to throw off the. treature-feeling as somehow infantile or degrading. Buber took that thought and
expanded it. I quote from an English translation: That you need Godmore than anything, you know
at all times in your heart. Lut don't you know that also that God needs you--in the fullness of
his eternity, you? How would man esist if God did not need him, and how would you exist? You
need God in order to be, and God needs you--for that which is the meaning of your life.....and
then he added two more sentences: Two great servants move through the ages: prayer and sacrifice.
In prayer man pours himself out, dependent without reservation, knowing that, incomprehensibly, he
acts on God, while not exacting anything from God....And those who sacrifice? I cannot despise
the honest servgnt of the remote past who thought that God desired the smell of their burnt sacri-
fices: they kmew in a primitive and vigorous way that one can and should give to God; and that is
also know|to those who offer their little wills to God and encounter him in a great will...// Our
prayer must therefore be, thy wikll be done, through me whom you need. Today we have before us one
of the most fundamental encounters between God and man in all of Bibl revelation, text Exod 19,2l.
Today is the first Sun of the fall season, but it is the Lth lesson in a qr's unit on beginning of
the’ covenant people. It is the only texts we are given from the bk of Exodus and the life of Mo-
ses, who is one of humankind's hevneqYOf epic proportions.‘fF;Eﬁ\Ghap 2 of Exod we can read the
biography of that remakkable person--and I hope that we all shall undertake to do that this week.
For many of us it is one of the golden memories of childhood, of big sister Miriam and the baby
Moses in the bulrushes, s@eeping in safety in a tiny floating cradle. We read in awe of the pla-
gues that buffeted Egypt, we memorizeqd the order in which they came, and we tried to. understand
the power of divine intervention.®The parting of the red sea, and the diéstruction of the Egy caval
and the march to Mt. Sinai, or Horeb, as it is called’ in some passages, is fresh in memory. Horeb
was the mountain of God where the sheepherder Moses saw the burning bush and heard the call of the
God whose name is I-am-here, orIam what I am. A lifetime later, that same Moses led his people Isr
back to that same mountain and this time the entire nation saw the evidence and heard the call of
God., Exod 19: 1-8. This is the introduction to a S-chapter story that is central to the relig
faith of Isr, of Mohammed, and of Jesus. It tells of the covenant that made the nation of Israel.
Note the timing of these events. In the Hebr calendar Pentecost fell on the 6th day of the 3d
month after the Passover, seven weeks or 50 days after the blood on the doorpost gave safety from
the angel of death. Pentecost marks the giving of the law on Mt, Sinai. The runaway slaves ar-
rived at the foot of the mtnearly in thg 3d month after their escape. Some translats say it was
the first dgy of the month.” There they encamped, so the signh of promise could bbcome real. In Ex
3:12 we are told that God said to Moses out of the burning bush, when you lead my people out. of
bondage, you shall serve God on this mountain., He had done what he had been sent to do, and now
he must worship God as God directed him to. God gave him the most powerful text amy preacher has
ever had: tell the people of Israel, you have seen what I did to the Bgyptians. There is no cleare
word than that which comes from experience. The Bibl view of relig is that faith is based upon an
historical revelation, a fact rvoted in an event. What God did to the Egys, and for his people,
was for them the beginning, the decisive’revelation of God that set the covenant people apart from
all others, This was to be the major confrontat between God and his people, the one they were to
remember in an amual meal of bitter herbs and unleavened brea##, and with the story retold by the
oldest in the family to the youngest in the family. This is the core of the covenant--the promise
- of God, supported and proved by the gi®t of deliverance already given, unearned and undeserved,
that made Isr God's special possession and instrument. From this time forth, when God spoke to his
people he always began with the reminder--I am the Lord, who delivered you from the hand of the
Egys. That was fact, it was tied to time and place, and all those who were encamped at the foot
of that mtn kmew it was a fact. We, you & I, must accept it by faith, just as we do all those othex
events out of the past which we call history, which we did not ourselves witness, which we have by
the word of those who were witnesses. And also, we, you & I, camnot enter into.a close relatshp
w/God until we have had an experience w/God. The basis of the experience is the awareness of our
own creature-ness, our own dependence, as children who need protection and guidance. That aware-
ness, that experience, is the anchor, it is the stone of memory to which we return when we have
lest the way, or when we get that old feeling that we do not need help or protection., For each of
us there must be a starting-point, a landmark we align our lives by, the plumb-line by which we
build the walls of our beings, and for each of us that starting-point may well be different, None
of us has the right to tell samebodg else where his experience with Yod must begin, or that anoth-
er's experience is not authentic. “od is bigger than we are; we are dependent, we must affirm our




creatare-feeling. But uhateveré%ﬁ’is, from that experience we know the promise and the presence
of God. We can read the Bible alawyer reads a will, as someone said once long ago; we can see
the words and the terms of the experience. We can also read the Bibl as an heir reads the will,
to see all that God has done, to see that all God offers is ours if we will but accept it. It is
an odd and an unexpected thing to see the heirs to. the riches of God try to break the will and re-
ject the inperitance and live with our fears and our tensions and our failures. Yet that is the
tragedy that many of us call wisdom and right thinking. You have seen what I did to the Egys, God
said, how I picked you up as the mother eagle dives beneaththe faltering fledgling and catches it
on her wings and puts it back into the nest. I bore you oN eagles! wings and brought you to my-
self. Then comes the contract, the risk-taking, v.5. If you will obey my voice and keep my cove-
There is the
" offer from God to mankind, that is the covenant relatshp. It has two sides, and upon each there
falls an obligation and a promise. Martip Buber put it: that you need God more than anything, you
know at all times in your heart. But don t' you know also that God needs you--in the fulness of his
eternity, you? Man would not emist if God did not need him, for God is the source of all existence.
Not one of us can make food, or shelter, or the air we breathe.. We are dependent for everything
that we are. God's invitation is to obedience and fidelity, and his promise is his presence, and
that we shall attain our true potential when we confess omr d ependence. Righteousness is the trans
lation of the Hebr word that means keeping +the covenant, and it goes with obedience. Note that
the covenant was offered with no mention as yet of the law; that will come in the next Chap. Here
it was a renewal of the covenant w/Abraham. If the people will agree to be obedéent and righteous
then they shall form a kgdm of priests and a holy nation. This is the orgginal description of the
‘ priesthood of all believers. Some are priests, but all are priests, and that is not a misprint.
V.6 says it clearly, though there is uncertainty about it. Was it written before the rise of the
professional priesthood against whose powers the prophets testified? or was it writtenlater by one
who joined in the condemnation of the priestly class, and saw as a stage in relig developmt that
had become an anachronism? We do not ¥now. What IS certain iZ that God does not abdicate his
power to speak directly to every individual, however rich, or learned, or wise, or strong; or how-
everypoor, or unlettered, or simple, or weak.. God has no flow charts, and measures the human soul
by other Standards than carpets on the floor or panelling on the wall. God is mo respecter of per-
sons and seeks the obedient, the righteous, and those whose capacity to recéive his presence is
expansive. There is in this sentence an appeal to all people to have encounter with God, which is
our spiritual heritage and birthright. If any person or any nation reject the appeal, be assured
that it will be made to others, for the mainstream of human history is the story of God's offer of
presence and protection toc one person and one nation after another, and to see them suffer or pros-
per as they accepted it and remained faithful to it. For the covenant is also a risk that God ac~-
cepts. There is a great difference, in that our existence is dependent upon God, but his existence
is not dependent upon us. Whether we accept or reject God's offer is of great conseq to God, but
it is not a dterminant of God's being. God is the ground of being; in him all the creation has its
existence./ So these were the words that Moses took to the elders and to the people encamped about.
The key phrase is in v.3--the Lord called him out of thzézountain. The older translat says it much

better: the Lord called UNTo him out of the mountain. that I am/spoke, and in that event is
the genesis of our faith. The words that God spoke were reported to the people, and they agreed to
the offer. Allthat the Lord has spoken we will do, v.8. We know they failed, and were punished
for it. But they were like the rest of us in that regard. All of us have fallensort of the glory
of God, and we weep hot and bitter tears of remorse because of it., But they, like we, come closer
thablwe would have if we had not made our resolves. To them, this moment beside the mountain was
a high-spot of self-consecration. We all know such moments, and we all know how ephemeral they can
e, Every morning we must renew the covenant, every hour we must remind ourselves that we need God
exist, and every night as the darkmess enfolds us in its wings we need to dedicate ourselves a-
gain to the spirit of love and truth who created us in his own image. It may well be that we slip
and fall, and lose control, and miss the mark. But to aim at the moon and hit the top of the Empire
St building is to be higher than we would have been. To know the right way is. the place to begin,
even when we lose it, for we, with Abraham, may have faith which God reckonedas righteousness. Two
things +to note in the story. 1) the covenant was not with presidents and s enators and governors
and priests, It was between God and the people themsgdves. Every individual is offered the
choice to be priest, part of the holy nation, the people set apart to serve God the Lord. The other
thing is that the earfly Chrs saw themselves as the holy nation, the chosen race, the descendants of
Abraham by faith, they were the royal priesthood, to declare t o the world the wonderful deeds of
him who called you out of darkness into his marvellous light (1 Pet 2:9). The covenant offer is
still being made. Take it, and know the peace .that passes understanding.




10-5-86, Justice. Part of the human tragedy is that few of us know the meaning of time until we
see the end of it bearing down upon us. We display an arrant disrespect for the hours we are per-
mitted/in regarding them as without end, and without value. Thoreau said that when we waste time
we injure eternity, and to throw away hours on that which does not expand or rejuvenate our spir-
its is to cast a vote against life and soul. Trivial pursuit has, I am told, become a game people
play, a fad, as if the whole idea were sbomething new under the sun. It ought to be a major objec-
tive of education to teach people how to use work hours wisely and leisure hours profitably, for
that is the key to living. Education should teach us to discriminate between the passing and the
permanent, between what matters and what doesn't. "High on the list of the virtues which never grow
old is a reverence for justice to all people at all times. Justice is a virtue not only among the
philosophers of the good life, but also among the prophets of God, for those who do justly and walk
humbly obey the most fundamental of mandates. The most familiar and frequent of the expressions
of mankind's scorn for the claims of eternity is our preference for-a life that takes from the weak
everything ofie desires. That is uncivilized; it is also sinful, a stench in the nostrils of a
just God. What defense can we offer when we are ourselves given justice, the treatment we deserve,
when we have ourselves shown no mercy or kindness to those who are helpless and have no advocate
‘on this earth? Today we are going to consider questions of the permanent and the ethical, in a
lesson on the jubilee year, text Levit 25. This fall weare following a series of sessions on the
beginning of the covenant people. We have seen the covenantwitten into the creation, and painted
in the clouds with the rainbow; we haveheard the promises made to Abraham and to Moses. Now ‘
come to a - portion of laws of righbeousness. The name we give one collection of the laws%s
not Hebrew; it is Greek and Latin, and is taken to mean ‘that it is the rulebook for the duties of
the professional priesthood, who were of the tribe of Levi. The tidbit we have assigned us is about
adozen verses, and deals with ane small part of the whole. It is all we are going to get for some
years. It deserves better treatment, especially chap 26, which is a sermon that concludes the holi
ness code, and should be annual réquired reading for all thoughtful seekers afterthe ways of God.
The entire scroll keeps before us that which matters, that which remains, and is permanent. The
few lines we have tell us about the sabbatical year, and the year of jubilae, and part of the law
of slavery. Levit 25: 8-12, 25-28, 39-42, This first part of this chapter tells of the sabbatical
for the land, which shall rest every seventh year. The old English word isfallow. Not long ago I
fell to thinking about the huge vocabulary of words that have fallen our of common speech, as we
become city folk and lose our roots in the countryside. To permit land to lie fallow is an elemen-
tal faming practice in the absence of cover crops and fertilizers. This passage applies the 7th yr
j| the sabbath of years, to the land, to give it a time of rest and recuperation. I am old enough to
have heard the old folks talk about giving the land the sabbath rest, as is required here. Some of
them always set aside a rotating part of the farm to plow and then to let remain unseeded for a yr.
It may be that the rule mequired rather that the entire farmland of the country take the same rest
year, and that poses problems. But thén we come to the sabbath of sabbath years, seven times seven
years, and after that the 50th year which shall be hallowed, and a year of Jjubllee. The word jubi
lee is taken into English from the Hebrew word for the ram's horn, the trumpet that sounded the
glad news of the haly year. On the day of atonement the trumpet would be heard in all the land, in
the yr of jubilee, the year of the ram's horn. V.l0 is carved upon the liberty bell in Philad, the
"one that pealed out the tidings of independence, and which was cracked tolling the death of John
Marshall in 1835. Proclaim liberty throughout the land to all its inhabitants, it says, and that
is the meaning we give to the word jubilee. In 1865, at the close of the civil war, when the
slaves were given their freedom, they sang a joyful song ahout the year of Jubilo, because the pres
ident and people proclaimed liberty throughbuthe land to every one of its inhabitants, and not just
to a few. Two lifetimes earlier Thomas Jefferson had declared that the creator had not made some
human beings with saddles on their backs, and some others booted and spurred to ride on them. That
is the meaning of the jubilee. It shall bring liberty to all who are bound, or ridden, or oppresseq
Anyone who has had to sell his inherited land because of a bad c rop-year, with a bad loan, and a
foreclosure, gets his land back €rom the creditor, and gets to go back home. That is what it means
to proclaim liberty throughbut the land, to all inhabitants. Imagine what it would mean in the pre
sent. We no longer have debtors' prisons, nor do we put in jail those who mae debts they cannot
pay. From the wealthiest two-billionaires in Dallas to the poorest sharecropper on a peonage famm,
we offer the bankruptcy loophole. Even when it is grossly abused, it is still a merciful and a mor
al thing to do, But I read recently that in the depressed middle of our land, one in five farmers
will go out of business because they cannot repay what they owe, Womitxwmmildxhxppewz Many of those
farms are inherited from the glory-days of the homestead act, and have been in the family to the
3d and lyth generation. Now they will be lost to the creditor, and the family will no longer be ab-
le to go to the place called home. Imagine what it would be like to have the sound of the ram's
horn, the shofar that still calls the faithful to the atonement, yom hakkippurim, in the high holy




days following the Jewish new year, to have the sound of the trumpet proclaim liberty throughout
the land, and everyone shall return to his piece of earth and to his family. The idea of the re-
tarn is fundamental to the faith of Israel, arise and return to God, you who have sinned against
his holy name. The year of the jubilee is the covenant in the calendar, in the counting of years,
and sabbaths of years, twice amntury. Justice to the down-and-out, to the last, and the least
among us, is our way of asking God for mercy in judging our faults and failures. V.17 is the text:
you shall not wrong one another, but you shall fear your God, for L am the Lord your God. Remem-
ber, and return, Oh my people, for wrongs have a way of cutting the hand that does the wrogg. The
second part of this passage, beginning w/v.25, gives the law of redeeming lands which have been
lost to the mortgage-holder. If anyone in your family falls upon evil times, amg must sell their
property in order to pay their obligations, every one in the family is required to assist in re-
deeming it. The community, the extended family, should consider whether the obligation affects
them, and what each of us owes to the less fortunate. Feeling a need in the neighborhood, or in
the global village in which we live, and doing something about it, is called charity, and that
I read, has falled itself upon evil times. Last month the Rockefeller Foundation released a study
of American philanthropy, the contributions we make to all support causes. Overall we give lpff of
our income to charity; but the baby-boom generation, the me-people, are misers with their money.
People under age 37 give 1.4% of income. Can we expect to receive mercy when we show so little
mercy to hungry, homeless, victims of injustice? But note here the repeated proclamation: in the
50th yr, in the year of jubilee, those who are well off should repay the money to the redeemer of
his land, and those who are poor are released from obligation and shall return to their homes. The
third part describes the law of slavery. No Bebrew may be enslaved to a Hebrew, though he may
servedhis buyer as hired servant and sojourner, and that only until the Fear of jubilee. Foreign-
ers you may enslave, in perpetuity, as an inheritance to your sons, but not your own brothers.
When the idea of brotherhood expanded to include all human beings e verywhere, which is the teach~
ing of the prophets and of Jesus the Christ, then did slavery as an economic system collapse. V.2,
" they are my servants, whom I brought forth out of the land of Egypt: they shall not be sold as
slaves, Of all the earth's people, whose who knew intimately the serpent's bite of slavery whould
not wish that curse upon any other of God's children. Those of us who are in bondage to our creat
or, for life and breath and talent and time, should love neighbor whoever he is, and set him free
from bondage to evil, or to habit, or sensual laxity, or drug addiction, or disease. Because we
are all God's children, thether we own walking shoes or not, wh are brothers and sisters to all of
humanity. The prohibition against slavery thus extends to all flesh and blood. This then is a
small taste of the book of Leviticus, which is the holiness code by which we all should live. It
reminds us that we belong to God, and that none of us can ever forget that and keep our human-ness.
E}\/’I‘he part of it we have read, the people of the covenant are taught to practice justice toward bhe
fellow human beings, and when there is an injustice it must be corrected in a general release fro
obligations every 50 years. What the Athenians called the shaking off of burdens, that happened
only once, was to be a regular procedure to(themy Those who had lost their freedom were to recove
it, and those who had lost lands were to get them back. Last week we read how God heard and res=-
ponded to the cries of the people who were driven to work in Pharoah's brickyapds, Today we read
of God's concern for people everywhere who are deprived of dignity and freed ggﬁastice. About
this fact there are some things we should emphakize. One is that God is no réppécter of persons.
It is a continuing temptation to.us to create God in our own image. What I find most frightening
about what is called among us the religious right is the heresy that God is an American, perhaps
fair of skin, and certainly protestant. Last June when a new president was elected in SBCsza man
who had served once before--the extremists are running out of people they can trust--the outgoing
president read a letter from Pres Reagan declaring the election a victory for one kind of believer
over another. The applause was a measure of the divisfion among the brethren. But God sends his
rain to fall upon just and ungust, he is God of all, including the slave, the debtor, and the de-~
feated., 411 people belong to God, and so no people are to be entrapped or conned or used for the
pleasure or profit of another. Tt says something important about God to say that. It is a giant
QQk towering sbove the underbrush of our selfish and short-sighted schemes. It is an enduring truth
not a passing fad, not a trivial pwrsuit. People paid less than a living wage/whether in a Caro-
lina bean patch or a textile mill or in the gulag archipelago of the workers' paradise, will know
in time the meaning of justice. It also says something important about our attitudes and practices
Justice is something every one of us can understand. The youngest c hild who cries that something
is not fair knows what justice is, and the cruellest taskmaster who exacts a pound of flesh without
fair payment knows what justice is. Justice is not written in the fine print. Justice shouts her
Jjudgments, for blindfolded//she sees into the heart of mankind., Justice to the weéak is our prayer
to God for mercy, and is evidence of faith in a moral universe. It is at the heart of the contract
which we call covenant. Proclaim liberty throughoutthe land, to all its inhabitants.




10-12-86., Joshua. Mankind has been called the choosing animal, because he along among God's
creatures faces the burden, or the opportunity, to be whatever she wants to be. Pigs have to be
pigs, robins must spend all their waking hours ceaselessly searching for food, cows munbh and then
chew what they have munched. But man! God has made him little lower than the angels, and has put
all of creation under his dominion. We can be pigs; it is not attractive, nor productive, but it
is possible to us. In fact, I understand thg} to be an insult to pigs, who are antually well man-
nered and clean and do not overeat when they can be placed in the proper sty. But it is in the
dhoosing that we make of ourselves either the commendable or the condemned, the rade or the manner-
ly. Life presents us choices, and we’ Cho between them, and the rest of our lives is determined
by the choice we made, sometimes even when we were not aware of the fact that we were choosing. All
of eternity- sometimes hangs upon a sudden intumition, or an idle wish. But above and beyond all
that, there are fundamental turnings along the road that we all come to, and decide upon, that make
us what we are from that point on. This merning we have a lesson about choosing, text Joshua 2.
This fall we are studying a series of lessons about the beginning of the covenant people, and today
we are at the midpoint in the course. It is basic to Bibl revelat that our God is a covenant God,
and that is important for us to kmow, Covenant is a legal term, for contract, or agreement, be-
tween two parties, each of which bind themselves to'do something, in return for what the other has
pledged to do. It is a form of barter, in which one will deliver coal, or bread, and the other
will pay out of his time and muscle and brain whatever the seller asks. That, the Bibl tells us,
is the - way God approaches every one of us. I willbe your God, and you will be my people.. You will
receive my presence, which is the greatest gift mankind can know, if you remain constant in your
love and loyalty to me, We:bind ourselves, and then find ourselves free,as we were meant to be,
happy, filled with peace and-joy, able to be fully human because we begin by confession of creature-
ness, and of dependence. But God also binds himself, God also limits his omnipotence, God also
takes a risk that his gently-offered love will be rejected, and that the race he created will find
not joy but disaster. In a2 universe created and dominated by a God who lives under law, who can
be depended upon to do as he has promised, the universe itself can be studied, and understood, and
lived with in peace and contentment. That is why the covenant concept is sco important. We have
seen the creation as a covenant, and we read also of the rainbow int he clouds, and the promise to
Abram in a distant civilization, and to Moses in the desert. Now we come to a renewal of the cove-
nant, at the end of the life of Jushua, who commanded the people “%a went in and possessed the land
that God had promised to give them., The few versesw have today he only ones we shall have as
assignment this time around. It has some high moments, and some’ thought material, that we need to
know 2 bout. The word Joshua is a variant s pelling of Jesus, and means the same thing: one who saveg
Whoever wrote it, and whenever it was put into the form we now have, it is a book of history, for
it tells of the conquest of Palestine. It is a book of theology, for its theme is that God reveals
himself in history, by what happens in the world. It is also a bbok of the judgmt of God, for the
time it describes was one of wide-spread and flagrant relig transgression. Wealth and ease of liv-
ing brought corruption and immorality., The public expression and private practice of relig was at
a low point; altars and idols to false gods were erected, sexual ififidelity was so common that scar
cely an eye was raised at the evidence, mammon replaced God as the object of worship. And because
human nature is much the same in each generation, the story Joshua tells is sadly and grimly rele-
vant to these days in which we live. All those who can sing with Swinburne, Glory to Man in the
highest, for man is the master of all-things, should take seriously the words of Joshua, for much
of it is addressed to that attitude. The part of it that we have before us this morning tells of
a revival meeting in which all the people were rededicated and remewed. Josh 2l: 1, 1L~2k. This
chapter concludes the book, and clearly it is out of place. The book ends with chap 23, with the
final sermon of Joshma to the entire nation, and that leads directly to the next bk, Judges, chap
2, v.6. This chap 2k, and the first of Judges, do not balong here, though no one knows exactly
where they belong. I am glad this chapter survived, even if it broke its anchor and drifted a bit,
for the first paragraph is one of the best accts anywhere of the God who works in history. V, 1
tells us that the chapter, just like the one before it, is a message to all the people. It was at
Shechem, which is near Nablus, and already an ancient shrine, so that we are told that the nation
presented itself before God. The message itself does not belong at the end of YJoshua's life, but
it does fit into the developing story of the mngquest. Anyone who is interested might look at 8:30ff
for an earlier version of the altar erected in Mt Ebal, which is the site of Shechem. It could have
been done twice, and if so it is another indication of the shifting sands of the national faith and
obedience. But we must leap over the accooht of the God of histéry to get to the renewal of the
covenant. And note that it is a therefore commitment, v,ll, Looking backward across the pages of
history, as Joshua asked his people to do, revealed the hand of God at work in everything that hap-
pened. Not by your sword or your bow did God drive the Amorites before you; I gave you the land

on which you had not labored, and cities which you had not built, and oliveyards and vineyards




you did not plant. Now therefore fear the lLord. We cannot take the credit for anything that we
are, or have, or do, for God has moved before we asked, before we knew, to give us what we need.
Facts, events, battles won and lost, food supplied and shelter given; it is the Bibl faith that
our faith is based upon history. And therefore, because of that, we must never cease upholding
our side of the covenant bargaih. Joshua the old warrior shouts a warning across the centuries
from his time to ours, and at the same time he repeats a promise. Trust God and he will never let
you down. Forget God and catastrophe hangs heavy over the land. Our motive] is in our understand-
ing of experience out of the past. God has done much for us, now therefore fear the Lord. It does
not work when we sayf/ we trust God so he will do something to or for us. We are in God's debt, not
he in ours. No deed or word from us can pay even the most microspopic fragment of our dewt. No,
we see by faith what God has done, and then, and therefore, we put our trust in him. He always
meets us where we are, not where we ought to be. So Joshua's valedictory address tells us to put
_away all that we depend upon in life, all except the living God of our fathers. Put away the nar-
cotic drugs we think we need, put away the temptation to praise Mankind from whom all blessings
flow, put away that troublesome self we have on our hands, and serve the Lord. ‘We must make a
choice. Which shall it be: the Lord, or the local gods your fathers served east of the Euphrates,
or the gods of the Amorites, the people who were in the land before Joshua led them into it. Choose
this day whom you will serve. There is the challenge, and there are three choices. One was the
God who had worked in history to bring them to:this place. Another was the gods of the years long
before, when Abraham lived among the Chaldeans: and had not left the security of the known. There
are always those who want to hold onto the gods of our childhood, the teddy bear god we hug at
night, the gods who never grow up, for people who never become adult. They want the same hymns,
the same prayers, and the same small god they knew at the beginning. The other choice was to e
just like the people of Canman lived, to take moral standards from the surrounding people, when in
Rome do as the Romans do--and would anyone be surprised to know that in Italy the proverb is put
differently? Are these not the deeisions we are ourselves asked to make? Shall we go thrulife
longing for the things that are past and gone, or shall we imitate what we see around us, so we do
not resist the pressures of our peers, so we change our colors as we change our company¢ But then
there is that third something, the Lord God of Israel, who had done everything that had happened
to them, who had redeemed them from slavery and had led them to this altar. And even before the
people cast their vote, Joshua made it clear what side he was on. As for me and my house, we will
serve the Lord. This is the confession of the God-centered life, Every one of us is challenged
to make the same choice, and the same confession, (@ven though the words we use are diffaren9 Shall
it be the way of God or the way of the world? sh it be the Chr gospel or the materialism of a
passing age? shall it be sensual paganism or the good news of salvation? Life is forever confront-
ing us with the demand to choose. Will it be for us the God of eternity or the spkkit of this age?
will it be unwavering principle or sleazy getting by? will it be the permanent or t he passing?
Choose ye this day. And the people responded to Joshua's challenge. vv.16~18 is the voluntary
confession. God never compels obedience and wrship; it is our choice that God wants, and it flows
out of experéence. Those people chose the God who had done mighty works f or them, not those false
gods of wealth and semsual pleasure that look so glittering and yet give only degradation and self-
disgust. W/o God's love they would have failed, aven as we would ourselves; they confessed it &
promised to serve him., But Joshua was not sure they understood what they were going. It is never
enough to SAY we will serve God; we must DOjffinside and out. So Josh put the question again; you
cannot serve God, he said, and he was not denying them the rt to serve God, but instead//that they
lakldd the courage and the constancy todo so. It is not an easy thing to walk by fdith in a dark
and threatening world. God isloly, he is jealous, he will not accept the partial, the half-way
covenant many of us prefer. The warning that Joshua sends us across the years is that it is a dan-
gerous thing to enter into a promise with Yod and then not keep it. If you forsake God and serve
other gods, those glittering and perfumed symbols of man's rebellion against his real self,the liv-
ing God will do you harm and bring your nation to an end. God mromises his presence when we obey,
but when we ignore his presence the covenant is broken. And again the people said, we will serve
the Lord. Still a third time Joshua Emm asked them to be sure they understood. -You are witnesses
against yourselves that you have made your choice, he saidj; and they answered as if in responsive
chorus, we are witnesses. He said, then put away the foreign gods thata re among you, and the
people again responded, we will serve the Lord our God, and him only. So Joshua made a covenant
with the pedple that day at Shechem, and it is unlike the others we have read this fall. The cofe-
nant of the rainbow did not require human action; the covenants w/Abrah & Moses were made by God,
but they required human agreemt. This covenant has been humanized; it is between Joshua & the peopl
So every one of us can invite every other one of us to enter into the covenant. It is a thing we
need to do every morning and every night, for memory is short, and forgetfulness is strong. Choose
you, all of us, this day, whom you will serve.
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10-19-86, David. One of the most provocative thinkers in all that iconoclastic 19th Century of
upsettings and upheavals was the German Friedrich Nietzsche. Just over a century ago, 1882, he
published what turned out to be his last collections of aphorisms, those barbed commendis upon the
accepted verities that had such an influence upon the world's intellectuals. One of the most barb-
ed paragraphs is entitled the madman, an allegory of a man condidered insane, who ran into the mkt-
place waving a lantern. He was not looking for truth, he was looking for God. I seek God, he
shouted, and the bystanders ridiculed him. Did God get lost? they asked; is he hiding? And the
madman replied, we have killed God, you and I. Do we not feel the breath of empty space? has it
not become colder? Must not all lanterns be 1lit in the morning? What was holiest and most power-
ful of all that the world has yet known has bled to death under our knives. The most awful c rime,
and we have done it to ourselves. And then, Nietzsche wrote, the madmen entered @ the churches
in the city to sing 2 rqquiem aeternam deo, let the eternal God rest in peace. As he left them he
shouted, What are these churches now if they are not the tombs and sepulchers of God? It is a good
question, whatever we may think of Nietzsche and his campaign to make us think in new ways about
old truths. Is it possible that our churches and temples and mosques and synagogs are tombs of
God, not springs from which flow living waters that redeem us and renew our beings? Is it possible
that for all th& imposing and elaborate structures we erect to the glory of God, there remain
more sermons in stones than in pulpits, more anthems in babbling brooks and the song of the mocking
bird, more compelling prayers in the face of an infant in the Sudan?ldying of starfation? It is
not a simple matter to know how far to go in building a beautiful place of worship, for we of the
faith want to give God our very best, and yet when we do it can produce unintended opposition.
People criticise the expenditure when there are poverty and misery around us; the shape and form
of the building, its pleasing proportions, its h armonious symmetry, might become an end in itself,
a form of idolatry that gets between us and God who is spirit and truth, not stones and mortar.
There are those among us, unfortunately, who take pleasure in poking fun at the quaint names the :
simple believers give their groups, but the store-front c hurch, the open-air meeting, may be closer
to the creator than the most elaborate cathedral church in all the world. That is the subj of the
lesson we have for today, text II Saml 7. This fall we.are doing a series of lessons on the begin-
ning of the covenant people, which is the survey of the history of the chosen people, who were in-
vited by a just & dependable God to enter into an agreement, a contract, which bound both sides of
it. We call it covenant. Churches have covenants, married couples have covenants, this college
l’_l_,asﬁggd a covenant relatshp with the Bp Conv of this state. When people enter into an agreement,
we can understand that; but when God Almighty enters inte an agreement with people, that binds his
own power as it demands our faithfulness, that is a miracle ,/]m unexpected/as it is undeserved.
We know a2 bout the covenant people; we need to give thanks to a covenant God. Today's lesson is
taken from IT Sam 7, in whichthe word covenant does not a ppear at all, though there is a promise
to David that is in the nature of a covenant., It is something of a surprise thal we should be as-
signed this chapter. One of my continuing criticisms of the lesson outlines is that so often they
omit the difficult and the céntroversial. This time they have proved my complaints to be misplaced
II Sam 7 is one of the most controversial chaps in all the OT, and presents us m‘ﬁﬁ&? problems;
about it there have been heated debates. It deals w/David's desire to build for Yod ateautiful
"temple, and the unexpected response he got. To discuss Da¥id we must move forward about 3 cens in
time from our last lesson, which was atut Joshua and the renewal of the covenant at Shechem. We
all know about Pavid; I bear his name, which I onsider an honor given me by my mother, who named me
for her favorite cousin as well as for Israel's poet-king. He was a man after Uod's own heart, &
was at the same time a human being subject to all the weaknesses dhat afflict our race. His biogr[/
I Sam 16 thru IZ Kgs 2/ is a masterpiece from the ancient warld, a model for all biogrs ever since.
He is showm to be a great king and a mighty warrior, @t who was tempted and committed adultery and
then murder to cover up his sin. His children brought him grief and pain; nowhere in all of litera
ture is there a more tortured cry than his Absalom my son, my son Absalom, would that I had d ied
instead of you.// It is the Hebr version of the Grk tragedy, and it has the power to move us all to
tears, When we see him in the brief glimpse we have for t oday, the only David story we have'in
this cycle of lessons, he isabout to make a very big mistake from the very best of intentions. It
is at a time when his battles were for the moment at an end, there was a peace with the Philistinesgy
Da vid became aware of the great disparity between the comfort and luxury of the royal palace and
the humble tent that served as the tabernacle of God. II. Sam 7: 1-3. Nathan was the prophet of
Jerusalém and a member of David's court. David went to him and said, Look here, I am ashamed to
be living in such s pleddor--he had ordered cedarwood from the Kg of Tyre for his palace, the same
fragrant tree that is today on the flag of Lebanon, that tortured land--while the sacred ark of
God,Vthe container in which were the tatéas of the Law, Aaron's rod that budded, and a golden pot

which had held manna in the wilderness,(is still in a tent) That's not right; let's do something
. about it. Nathan promptly agreed; anything people do for“God must be right, and correct, and com-
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mendable. Go to it, he said; let's get an architect and abuklder, and let some contracts. But in
fact he was making a very big mistake, a mistake that many of us make at one time or another. Egen
more in error, “athan blessed David's good intentions. IISam 7: L4-7. Right here is where the de-
bate begins in trying to find the meaning of these lines. First, we need to note that Nathan was
big enough, and confident enough, to admit that he had been wrong. Ysd came to him in the night,
and gave him a msg to deliver to David. Here is agemiiine prophet, a sincere spokesman f or God,
who made a false assumption about the nature and purposes of God. In a way, that is a comforting
thing, for it happens to the best of us, as it did to Nathan. Frequently enough to be embarrassing
preachers and teachersmake mistakes in applying the word of God to a particular situation.ASome
yrs ago somebody sudd a' minister who gave counsel in a troubled‘marriage, advice which broke up the
home. Since that time, some of us have bought liability insurance which is now difficult to find.
Back in the happier days, when the local newspaper regularly printed the columns of Sydney Harris,
he said that vanity is the greatewtenemy among professionals of all kinds, and it is marked by an
inability to ‘admit an error in judgmt. Nathan made a quick judgmt, and then he learned that it was
a mistake. He did not send a public relations officer to meet the press, nor did he make a mistake
appear to be brilliant diplomacy. In Nathan's state dept there was no communicator who had to re-
#ign rather than practice deceit and lying to the people. Everyone who works to apply the will of
God to human probls must be zealously self-critical, and must study the best that human s cience can
learn, before saying, thus saith the Lord. But even more striking is the reason we find here for
God's rejection of an elaborate temple. God said, you tell my servant David that his understand-
able, and eminently sincere desire to glorify God with a temple, was wrong, and was wrong because
neither he nor the prophet understood the nature of God. In the wildermess wanderings the tent or
tabernacle was the visible s ymbol of God's presence with his people wherever they went. That was of
profound significance to ancient people, it was a theological revolution. Primitive people fieed |
Absoap¥-te believe that one spot is more sacred than another, and that god is limited to this or
that place. Gods were associated with a particular hill-top, or grove of trees, or cave in the
hillside. Gods were local. That God was universal, and everywhere, and moved about whih his peopl
was one of those major milestones on the road to mature insight in man's awareness of Cod's majesty
and sovereignty. Last wk we heard Joshma challenging people to choose this day whom you will serve,
and in part he did that to break the prevailing notion that gods were local daéktyes, and that by
moving into the land of Cgnaan they gust adopt the gods of the Canaanites; who were Baals. So flatha
admitted his mistake. God does not dwell in houses, but is found wherever his people are. Never,
in all their wanderings, did God ever complain about the room service, or the housing. There are
2 things we need to note about God's revelation to Nathan. ONE is that the reason given here for
degying David's request is more profound, much more theologically mature, than is the reason given
in the parallel accts. It is a fact that is particularly meaningful to the Bibl inerrantists. Com-
pare this version with the one in I Chron 22:8 and I Chron 28: 2ff. There we read that Da id had
it in his heart to do this thing, but his hands were bloody, he was a warrior. That was not the
real reason God rejected David's wish to do something to show his reverence for God. The real rea-
son was that it would be a falling away from the worship of God as universal s pirit of all mankind;
it would be a step backward toward the pagan view, the universal opinion of the time, that gods
were local and limited. To build a house for God would be accept that limited and c hildish view.
It would give men control of God, so they could put him where they want him, lock the door, and do
as they please. One of the old-time commentators put it like this: a gorgeous stone temple, with
cedar panelling, might easily become the sepulchre rather than the shrine, of true devotion...the
more fixed and e laborate the externals:of worship, the more danger of the spirit'# being s tifled
by them. -And how did Nietzsche's madman put it: whabt are these churches now if they are not the
hombs and sepulchers of the God we have killed? God's warning to David was, do not reduce the wr-
ship of God to an institution, ¥ith letterhead stationery and an air-conditioner and a cushion in
the pew. God is bigger than that; he is not fixed or located, he is forever on the move, always
out there ahead of us, striking his tents and resuming the march to a new location in history,
in revelation, in love and concern. The cathedral psychology is dangereus because it ﬁ$§;6££§§§4
man's most flagrant sin--to possess God, to tie him down to time and place, to make God serve us
instead of our serving God.YThe OTHER thing we need to note is God's dealing with the sincere but
mistaken David, II Sam 7: 8-16. David made a mistake in trying to limit God as the pagans do, but
God did not condemn him. Instead we have this hymn to the house of David. The scholars say that
it was originally a psalm, -the parallel is Psa 89. They also find another problem, in v.l3--how
could God condemn David's:plan of wishing to build a house for God, to imstitutionalize publie wor-
ship, to bind God to one place, and then say that David's son would do the very same thing? But
there are 2 voices in these lines. There should always be atension between the tent and the temple
between an appointed place for public worship, and a faith in a God larger than the entire universe,

between priest at his altar, and prophet in the streets. God is not dead, brother Nietzsche,.n
mist temples be tombs. May’we know the fulness of God, in sanctuary and in ghe agve%%nre of’ll?g.
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10-26-86. Revolt of North. In a recent biography of Lyndon Johnson, Robert Caro_declares that

the greatness of America in this century came and went in the four years from 196l to 1968. 1In
196); Johnson won what was called at the time the greatest electoral victory that any man ever won
in an election of free peoples. His term was called the great society, with educational and civil-
rts acts, and a war on poverty, that brought to a climax the social currents that ran through the
earlier years of the century. It was a personal triumph, except for viet-nam. The high-water mark
of this century's flood-tide ended with 1000s chanting, hey, he, LBJ, how many kids did you kill
today? Since those days of doubt and despair there has been an air of decline, of twilight after
noonday, atout this country's behavior. But before we leave LBJ to the protesters we should hear
some lines from his inaugural address tweunty years ago, and yet in another age, another galaxy.

He spoke in moving tones of the covenant Amers agreed to. "Our destiny in the midst of change will
rest on the unchanged character of our people and on their faith. They came here-<{ he exile & the
stranger, brave but frightened--to find a place where a man could be his own man. They made a cove
nant with this land. Conceived in justice, written in liberty, bound in union, it was meant one
day to inspire the hopes of all mankind, and it binds us still. If we keep its terms, we shall
flourish...The Amer covenant called on us to help show the way for the liberation of man, and that
is our goal. If as a nation there is much outside our control, as & people no stranger is outside
our hope...For we are a nation of believers...in justice and liberty and uni@n...We believe that
every man must some day be free." And then came what appeared to be an inflexible arrogance that
brought dividions and grief, rather than joy and peace. .The name of Lyhdon Johnson is not in my
Bible, but his story is found in many of its pages. We have one of them for our text this morning
in I Xgs 12. Today we begin the 2d half of our. gr's series on Bibl history, the beginning of the
covenant people. To keep up with the assigmnments we must move so fast that we can dddk only at the
high spots, and few enough of them. Last week we saw David at the height of his powezgearn that

he would not be permitted to build a permanent home for God because God did not wish fo be tied to

a specific place. But paradoxically the construction of the temple was permitted to David's son
Solomon, whom we leap right over in these sessions. Today we look at David's grandson, Solomon's
son, Jeroboam, and the folly that led to rebellion and civil war and division of the Kgdm into 2
separate parts, First we need the background to the revolt of the 10 northern tribes. It began
with the greatness and glory of Solomon and his empire, which is described in the opening chapters
of I Kgs. Beginning w/chap 11 there is the sad ending to a glorious beginning. We read of immqggy

ities and unrighteousness in the court of the wise and benevolent King. Solomon's wisdom could

not save him from his own search for pleasures and delights. In the eyes of the S%ﬁﬁfzi who wrote
the acct, Solomon's crime was that he married women from among those pagan nations om marriage
was forbidden, and then he allowed his numerous witves to turn his heart away from Yahweh to idola-
trous alliances to their own local gods. Wisdom comes in odd sizes and shapes when it can do that
to us. The sad tragedy of Solomon tells us that at the height of our strength we are at our weak-
est, and that in the wise there is a foolishness that the less intelligent could never commit. We
can be safe and secure only when we remain humble, childlike in our dependence upon our Maker and
defender, never ceasing to confess that whatever strength and skill and sense and talent we have

is not ours but is a gift of God. Solomon the wise became Solomon the guilty. Still, God would
not visit punishment upon him, but promised to stay his hand until after Solomon's death. When you
die, God told the errant king, then will I s eize the kgdm out of the hand of your heirs, I will
destroy what you have united..So the divided Kgdm was the product of Solomon's misbehavior, and the
burden which he had to bear .all the remaining days of his life. Those people, like Lyndon John-
son's Americans, had made a covenant; they knew, like LBJ's Americans, that they would flourish if
they kept the terms of the covenant., They,like our own, broke the covenant, and suffered divided
families and divided nationality because of it. In this case it was compitlsory labor at the com-
mand of Solomon to build the elaborate structures he designed in Jerusalem. Jeroboam succeeded to
Solomon's throne, and Rehoboam, another son of Solomon by a different mother, led a protest party
to the new Kg. Your father made our yoke heavy; if you make it lighter we will serve you. It was
a protest of overworked and oppressed people, second class citizens called upon to do the first
class hard work, and they wanted their liberty. Rehoboam the Kg called in a group of the elders
and asked themwhat ourse he should take, To a man they advised loosening the bondage.  But the

new king then called in the younger men, those yuppies and umpies who enjoyed a good time and kmew
how to have one when somebody else does the work, said no, you tell your people they get no time
off, they must keep on mopping and scrubbing the floor while we live it uppt the fun spots in the
county. That is where we begin reading, I Kg 12: 12-17, 3&? 9. The passdge begins with the summit
conference between the half-brothers, the Boam brothers, Jerry and Reho, a meeting that could have
made peace and union, but which broke up into secession of the north (now, there's a switch). My

father made your yoke a heavy one, Rehoboam sneered, but I will add to it; my father drove you to
work by whipping you, but I will chastise you with scorpions. Not the poisoneus spider-like crea-




creature with the stinger in its tail, but a scourge, a whip with spikes tied to a long bag of
sand, for especially cruel punishmt; the Romans used a thing like that and called it a scorpion.

So the Kg did not care for the sufferings of the people of the north, and gave them no hope that

he would lighten their tax burden so he could continue his easy life. He had no understanding of
the seriousness of the grievance, which often happens to the ruling classes. The reference in v,
15 to the prophety of the rebellion is to the previous chapter. The reply of the down-trodden in
v.16 is in the original a poem, w the new translat makes clear in the printing. ¥hat portion
have we in David? There is an identical cry of revolt in II Sam 20, that time against Da¥id him-
self, and not as here against his house and lineage. It is possible that the People of Jeroboam
knew that earlier complaint, and d eliberately quoted it here as an added argument. To your tents,
0 Israel, théy said. It is not a war-cry, it does not mean To Arms, but it means let's be moving,
roll up your tents and pack them and let's head for home. The poem ends with the words, look now
to your OWN house, David. The Engl version adds the own, for emphasis, for that is the meaning of
the original. The sense of the poem is thefcomplete breaking of the connection between the two
groups. The North had 10 of the 12 +tribes, and their land was called Ephraim, and later Samaria.
The South had the temple and the city of Jerusalem, and the one tribe of Judah. The 12th tribe
was Bepjaimn, deplted by civil war with David, so that only a small remmant r emained. ' That few
remaingd loyal to Judah in the division of the kgdm, and lept its identity so that nearly a 1000
yrs later Saul of Tarsus boasted of his Benjaminic lineage. But now the southern Kgdm, the tribe
of Judah, may be correctly called Jewish. To the north Jeroboam entered vigorously into the task
of nation-building out of the 10 seceding tribes. He knew he had to replace Jerusalem and the
temple as the prefereed place of worship, or he would have no nation over which to be king. It
was political necessity that led Jeroboam to forbid the relig pilgrimages to Jerusalem. He needed
a local substitute for the worship of God in the holy city of Zion. Reconstruction ofthe o0ld union
would come quickly if people thought they would not be forgiven unless they offered their sacri-
fices in the Jerusalem temple. Jeroboam's life was at stake, for he would be killed if his kgdm
were swallowed up in the old one. He had what looked to him like good reason to close his border—
crossing points to Jerusalem-bound worshippers. For most of recorded history, that tiny and rocky
land has known closed borders and divided cities and incessant warfare; free transit has been a
hope and rarely a reality. But the argumenthe offered was one of convenience. It would be too
much bother to you to journey so far to worship, you have gone up to Jerus long enough. Here are
&#e two golden bulls right in your own neighborhood. One of them was put up at Bebh-el, which
meass the House of God, an 0ld shrine where Aprhham had worshipped and Jacob had received the re-
newal of the covenant. Jeroboam's capital was that same Shechem, at the foot of Mt. Gerizim, where
Ajrham had worshipped when first he came into the land. The other golden idol was in the farthest
northern tribal area. So it was easier to do your worshipping nearby, even though the calf was
the representation of the Syrian gods worshipped by those around them. Save yourself some trouble,
and hassle, and parking problems.\JLet's have adrive-in chmfgh, let's make it easy. Now I am
wholeheartedly in favor of makingrelig more meaningful to people, to make of faith a living thing
rather than a set of prescribed words we do not understand, even to take the proclamation of the
triumph over deabhfjof the incarnate son of Godﬂwhere people are. But there is something inherent-
ly spurious about an appeal to convenience, Faith is not easy, nor can the way of the faithful be
easy as-this world measures ease. There is for every one of us a via dolorosa, a path of grief,
sorrow, and painj there isa Gethsemanefand there is aaoss. To spéak of flowery beds of ease, and
an easy faith that does not cost anything, is to deceive. That is'disinformation, How did Geo
Washington put it: father, I cannot tell a disinformation. That relig that serves our wishes in-
stead of our needs is offering a superstition, a substitute faith that will not serve us when the
going gets rough. A gospel that makes us feel good instead of being good has missed the fundamen-
tal truth that fdth demands our total commitment. A relig that does not confront us with the diffi
cult alternatives is froth and not broth; amlig that does not grab us by the nape of the neck and
shake us until we knmow our guilt and change our waysnis a free trip to destruction. A relig that
makes no demands upon us also makes no change in us, and is therefore so unimportant that it makes
no difference whether we commit ourselves or go our ‘own way. Entry into the kgdm of God is free,
but it is not cheap. It cost God the very best he omuld send us, and if it brings us no spiritual
warfare with ourselvesf/and with our world we live in, then we have not enlisted in the right cause.
Idolatry is takingthe means by which we worship God, and making them t he ends which we worship,

It may be abook, or a creed, or a pile of bricks and stones, or it may be our selves. To adopt
the relig symbols of the people about us to to worship and to assimilate evil. The pagans who had
inhabited the land earlier had been killed ord riven off, they were winning the war when the
Israelites adopted their gods and erected idols on their style anléﬁgaéIT_'Ta'worship the creation
rather than the creatior is idolatry, whether it be agz olden calf or a brilliant sunset. When we
worship anything other than the covenant God we shall know punishment. How did Lyndon put it? We
made a covenant; if we keep it we flourish., Buk May it be in all of us humbly to confess, and
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11-2-86, Isr Falls. To a historian, the rise and fall of nations is one of the most compelling
supjects to study, and at the same time one of the most mysterious. Many people have been puzzled
by the decline and collapse of great empires and civilizations that were rich and strong and confi-
dent, and at the same time there is the pboblem of explaining the rise to wealth and power and cul-
tural brilliance of previously obscure people. The historian Arnold Tgynbee studied 26 civilizatsy
16 of them dead, nine of the remaining 10 broken down and in trouble. Toynbee spoke of a rhyt

of disintegration that infects all communities and ultimately brings them to disruption and‘diggg?
Gegration. Why that happens is the hist's puzzle, and there have been some mrovocative and though
ful answers offered to it. ©WNot quite a cent ago, in 1895, the Amer historian Brooks Adams pub-
lished the law of civiliz & decay. Much of (it)has been tried and found wanting, but what remains
of value is that the end of things is as much™ an historical as it is a theological conception.
Nothing tangible is forever, all human arrangembs have their time-limits, and at base the thing
that all failed{social arrangemts have in common is greed and selffshmess that brings spiritual 4
disintegration, after which comes economic and military deficitsffand then defeat. TodayWe are /g
going to read and discuss one small nation that died of internal’ failure before it was invadled &
destroyed by an enemy, text 2 Kgs 17. Today we begin the final month, 5 lessons, of our gr's
study of the beginning of the covenant people. It is a brief survey of the history of the chosen
people, from the creation which is made for us, to. the return from the Babylonian captivity of the
Jews. In all of it the theme is of the covenant, the contract, the agreemt, between God and his
people, and it is an amazing idea. It is basic to all relig that people should order their lives
in accordance with the will andway of God. But that God would limit his absolute power to act, be-
cause he made an agreemt with mankind, that is audacity. And yet(]that is what we find shining
forth in spgendor all through this book. God said, I widll be your God, and you shall be my people
and all shall be well with you so long as you are obedient and keep the promise. The other side
the. covenant is the judgmt that comes upon us when we ignare the warnings and try to get by without
God. Jesus said that the children of this world are wiser in their generation than the children
of light. And so they are, in their generation. But what of eternity? The children of darkness
are evil because they acknowledge no law bgyond the self. A me-generation, and there never has
been a time when the entire population was so selfish, a me-generation is doomed however wise they
may appear. Reinhold Niebukr, in a basic book that continues to instruct and inspire thought,
from 194}, the childrenof light and the children of darkness, says that the children of light are
virttous because they are less selfish, but they are foolish because they underestimate the power
of evil and darkness loose in the world. Even the best of us, in the name of tolerance and good-
will, and sentimentality, tempt the judgmt whéen we cease to proclaim the presence of the Kgdm of
God, and stop inviting all people to enter it, and knowtPeace and security that passes all human
understanding. K Wake up, people, down that road lies the land of danger. That is the lesson we
have today, and it is clear in the wording that it was intended to be an object-lesson, a philos-
ophy lesson in a acted drama, a tragedy that should teach us the folly of disobedience. Last wk

we read of the rebellion of the 10 tribes of the north, against the Jerusalem monarchy and the
richly decorated temple of Solomon. Today we leap forward 200 yrs, from Solomon to the end of%w
northern kgdm, from 16th century b.c.to 8th century. Only 3 kgs reigned over the united kgdm, &
it was broken into two parts. For over a centurythe northern kgdm lived apart, and grew farther
from the covenant God and closer to the fertility cults, the Baals and the Astartes, the sensual
and undemanding gods, who are the projections of our own cravings,”énd are our own rationalizats

of ourlSelfishness, made into substitute Gods who let us do whatever we want to do. In every gen-
eration there are many among us who create Gods in our own image, and then worship ourselves--our
nerve-ends, our glands, our definitions of the good life. We do not call our gods Baals, or Asto-
reths/ but we know them as credit cards with no bills to pay, pleasure w/o responsibility, self

the only measure of good & bad. Surely a god who made us with taste-buds on our tongues would not
consign us to a pit of eternally.burning brimstone if we let our taste-buds do the talking for us,
now would He? Judgmt, what's that? There is only today, so live it up. And the paradox is that
bhat is what God wants for all of us. But not self first and dbremostdfdependence and awareness of
creaturehood; an humble heart however rich the sauce. Gradually, and “then faster, Israel's spirit
disintegrated, the bright candle of faith flickered and began to smoke. And then came the invader
2 Kgs 17: 6-8, 13-18. Here in 9 verses is one of the saddest stories in all this book, for it is
the end of a chapter in the human story, the deipb of the dream of independence and a happy life

in the land which God had promised those people¥ Let us begin by admitting that there are variant
ways of reading the account of the disappearance of most of the chosen people. The enemy was As-
syria, a new empire in thf middle east, whose descendants remain at war with the people of Israel,
but who dropped a syllable, and who moved westward from Nineveh in the rich valley. The historian
tells the story of the seige and fall of Samaria in terms of power politics and warfare; Israel's
ldrshp underestimated the strength and determination of Assyr, and made alliance wiEgy to rebell
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against the aggressive invaders. They gambled on victory, and they lost. No ancienf power, and
few modern ones, permit hostile action against the dominance or interests of the strong. Look at
Afghanistan, or in our own periphery, Nicaragua. There are, then, reasons clear and obvious for
the fall of the kgdm of Israel, purely in human terms, of misguided judgmt and fdolish blunders.
But to the writers of this history of thefkgs of north and south, the reasons lay within the fail-
ure of the people Israel to keep their promises, the covenant, with God. The ten tribes were lost
forever, swallowed up in the people who took them away. They lost their identity in the world
they lived in. It can happen to us, even if we stay right here at home. Let us look at the obit-
uary of a dead nation, and see what lessons it has for us. This passage is a brief sermon in the
priestly tradition, in the Deuteronomic faith, of the certain judgmt that awaits those people whose
memories are short, and whosk behavior is immoral, and who know no need to beg forgiveness and
have their sins covered and forgotten in themercies of God. To the writers who edited and preser
ved these words, this was an opportunity they could notmiss to point up the meaning of history.
The northern tribes were taken away and lost, not because they followed an imprudent foreign policy,
or because they were a very small state in a world of ferocious empires. No, this was so, be-
cause the people of Isr had sinned against the Lord, the Lord who had proved his lovingkindness
in bringing them up out of slavery and to this good land, and who had conguered f or them the in-
habitants of that land. The last clause of v.8 is so garbled in the original that no reading can
make any sense of it., But it is not' the distorted text that gives us pause; it is instead the
cgééar meaning of the words themselves. There is an old story,.and it wuld be a better one if I
could remember who said it, of somednewho was asked if he was bothered by those parts of the Bible
which he could not understand. No, he replied, I'm bothered by the parts that I do understand.
For 2500 yrs people have bet theirlives upon the God who is revealed in this book, and it is not
the distorted lines that matter to them, but rather the ones that come through loud and clear.
The Lord is my Shepherd, 1 shall not want; God was in Xr, reconciling the world untd himself; in
the begiming God created the heavens and the earth. People who insist upon an inerrancy, and
spend their time defending the broken texts and the obscure passages, miss the point of the Bibl
revelat.ﬂ But then comes the indictment, v.9. They did secretly against the Lord things that were
not right. There is no indicat here as to why they had to act secretly, for there was nothing se-
cret about the way they behaved. It is all but certain that here we have another torm text. It
IS certain that they did great wrongs against God and man. They built for themselves high places,
which means that they put up altars to the local fertility and rain-cloud gods, from watchtower to
fortified city. That is a coldoquial expression fieaning from the borders of the country right up
to the capital city. Watchtowers were set up/out in the boondocks, away from settlements. They
put up idols and Asherim, and they burned incense to false gods--asherim means images, idols, as
KJV shows. And yet, in all of that, they had full warning that it was wrong. v.l3 is the reminden
If any person take another god, adopt a temporal goal and make it ultimate, store up treasure in
material goods and take no thought of other people, or of tomorrow, they have broken the first and
most serious of the 10 comdmts. What we put at the head of the page of our lives determines what
we write in all the rest of the outline. The sin is in the doing, and it is also in scorning, mak-
ing light of the comdmts. They were stubborn, they hardened their neckd, they did not believe
in God. Note the double meaning of those words. To believe in God.is one thing, maybe even an ob-
vious thing. As Voltaire said, if there were no god, we would have to invent one, to remain sand.
Where did it all come from? But these words mean something quite different, much deeper, and that
is, to believe that God is present, that God is love and also judgmt, that God means exactly what
thés book says that he said. They went after false idols, and became falséﬂg%here is a lesson in
that: we become what we value, we become what we seek in life. v,15 is the centerpiecez they des-
pised God's laws, and his covenant that he made with their fathers. They forsook the comdmts, as
though they had been repealed, or had no weight, or were o0ld outmoded rules that no longer applied.
Therefore the Lord was angry, and removed them out of his sight. No flood this time; the pagan
host of Assyr §erved as the executioners of God's will upon his own people. The God of love kept
his word, when people did not keep their word. Now, there are some things in this we need to note.
One is'that in every generation there are parallels with the behavior of those proud and headstrong
people. In the age in which we live the evidence is not hard to find. Sexual immorality has be-
come the norm rather than the exception, violent crimes threaten every citizen in every neighbor-
hood, a high pct of the cars we meet on the hwy are driven by people who are floating high on some
kind of artificial stimulent. The springs of govt are spotted w/corruption and bad judgmt, civil
rights are so far from fulfillmt that there are lawsuits pending to protect them, the public will
to pay for the costs of govt hasdried up in a vast desert of debt. We are a people under judgmt,
and we need to humble ourselves and return to the God of our fathers whose almighty hand brought
us to this pdace and this time. Then will the grace of God puur forth upon us in a healing b alm,

and humanity's hemt shall be mended, and the relatshp restored. That is promise of covenant God.
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11-9-86. Sou Kgdm Destroyed. The world in which we live gﬁgé(a predicament of our own making.
On one side we have come to assume that man's reason;?aad man *s doubt of the axioms of an earlier
age, can solve all our problems, make 1ife easéer, and spread joy to all human beings. But on the
other side we suffer from social maladjustmts of all kinds, and from the explosive effects of man's
reasonffwelive in fear. Arms reduction talks produce little beyond repeated mis-statemts from our
ldadérsffabout what they offered to discuss in Iceland. In a recent issue of the magazine Xn Centr
there is an article by editor Jas M. Wall calling for hope in the ‘face of unsolvable probls. Two
fingers on two buttons that would send doomsday hurtling thru the skies at the other, in aworld div-
ided by strong polit ideologiesfis a problem that all the reason we can bring to bear cannot solve.
But there is the modern faith that by the use of reason we can solve every problem that we face.
He quoted Michael Polanyi:%the past L or 5 cens, which have gradually d estroyed or overshadowed
the whole medieval cosmos, have enriched us mentally and morally to an extent unrivalled by any per|
iod of similar duration. Bubt its incandescence has fed on the combustion of the Xn heritage in the
oxygen of Grk rationalism, and when the fuel was exhausted, the crifical framework itself burned
away.” Ef the problem were bridging a chasm, or finding a vaccine, or building a better rocket en-
gine,then reason stands supreme. But when the probl becomes a rebellious teen-ager, or a 1l2-year
old unwed mother, or an itchy finger on the nuclear button, then reason stands helpless. Reason
cannot understand what Blaise Pascal understood 3 cens ago--that reason's last function is to con-
fess that most of the things that hurt us are not susceptible to solution by reason. For the ills
of mankind that really matter, that mean the difference between peace and obliteration, and betw
a strong family and self-willed rebellion, or perhaps e ven between national security and an incred-
ible budget deficit that saps the very strength it was expected to support, for the kind of sick-
ness we all suffer, it is the Hebr-Xn proclamat that our hope is in trust in god. “Considering the
fine mess that our atom-splitting has gotten us into, Wall concluded, it would make reasonablf
sense now to consider a return to a trust in the Crdator who made the a tom in the first place. /In
‘the sad event we have as the basis for today's lesson there is ample ground for such a fa th.fText
2 Kgs 2-5. We are in the closing wks of a gr's series of lessons on Bibl history, the beginning
of the wowvenant people. The faith of the Jews, and of those of us who inherit their God, their
law, and their messianic promise, has its taproot in the belief that God made a special agreement,
or covenant, with Abraham. If he acted in faith to go where he did not know, then God would make
of his descendants athosen people who would be protected and blessed so long as ‘they folwd God's
comdmts, and had no other god before Him. One strong factor in the relig thought of the Jews was
the ethical element it contained. If one of us would invent a god it might very well be nothing
more than the extension of our own egos, promising us popularity and good health and long life, and
the assurance thaht anything we want to do is morally acceptable. There would be no sin, would
there? and no judgmt other than our own, and no punishment. Isn' it suggestive that the people
who live that way, and we all know some body who does--and for some of us it is ourselves--the peopl
we k now who live that way have no more happiness, or joy, or peace of mind, than any other whose
god is self. But in the relig of theJews there is astrong demand for personal puwity, for integ-
rity in all things, and for justice to the weak and défenceless. And there is also the promise of
God's presence if they keep the commandmts, and the equally-cetain promise of punishmt if they were
guided by their own reasons in measuring their lives. The Jews put God in history, not in some
dim distant past, in a time long gone, but in their present, in all that happened to them. Happi~
ness came to the faithful, the prophets taught, but misfortune was the intervention of God in his-
tory to punish. Nabtions rise and fall, the captains and the kinge depart, but the Lord God of
Hosts is with us still, lest we forget. In that God-centered view of history there were two turn-
ing point events. One was the passover and the escape from slavery in Egy, folwd by the giving of
the law on the sacred mountain, The other was the Babylonian captivity of the Jews, which the pro-
phets saw in divine terms as the power of God to use a heathen army as the scourge 'of punishmt, of
God 's own chosen,covenant people. Today, d4nd in the 2 Sundays to come, we shall read and think
about that second,disastrous intrusion of (bd in history, and what it means to us. 2 Kgs 2l: 18-
25: 1-9. You might not guess, from the dry, impersonal description we find here, that we are read-
ing of human tragedy, and of the death agony of the ancient Davidic line of kings in Jerus. You
might also miss, from the official language of the report,that it concerns the ancestors and the
political state of the writers and editors. The dedails of the tragic maréh of folly are not what
interested thesewriters. In one senptence, in 8 words in my translat, the rebellion of Zedekiah
was mentioned, and then put aside.y In time we are about 130 yrs after the capture and disappear-
ance of the nor Kgdm of Isr, yrs in which people folwd their reasons instead of their commitmts,
yrs in which the propbets constantly criticised the falling away fromobedience and the path of
righteousness. They begged, they pleaded, they spoke in parables, they preached. But their mes-
sage went unheeded. Pe@ple knew better than some greg-bearded grouches who were kill-joys, who
spoke of duties in a world where pleasure was king, who called people to re turn to God, people who
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saw life as a beach party, who saw the Sabbath as a day to sleep late, who laughed at those who
warned of punishmt to come. And the punishmt was, in the mercy of God, delayed. 130 yrs is a
long, long time, perhaps too long for us to live with. ZEach day without aggzsmic attack is that
much gained, isn't it? Anohbher month, another year, without judgmt upon ug. Surely that means we
can continue in our easy ways. Repellion is more exciting than obedience. But then comes the pay
day. God does not close his books in so brief a moment as a century. The years teach us much that
the hours camnot know, said R.W.Emerson. To see the present in the light of God's calendar is to
understand the folly of continued refusal to be obedient and to follow after righteousness. But
who, would you guess, shall have the last word? Shall it be natl pride or natl humiliation? The
one will insure the other; that is the message of the prophet Jeremiah. People ignored it. They
could solve their own problems. They were reasonable creatures, who had built a glorious.palace
and temple and city, who were wealthy as the world counted wealth, who every year wrested food from
an uncooperative earth. With all that, surely they could master the threat to their security. They
could enter into alliances that would insure them against all evil. There, nearby, were the Egys,
descendants of the same people who had compelled their labor and held them to captivity. Now they
would send troops to defemd Judah against the rising fury of Babylon. It made young king Zedekiah
arrogant and foolish. Thinking himself in command, he rebelled against the king of Babylon. Here
it is a pity that our records are arranged by author instead of by chronology, for we need to read
of Zedekiah's folly in Jeremiah, who was prophet in those years of headstrong stupidity. Jer 37 &
following tell of .the prophet's earnest effort to beat some sense into the heads of people, and of
his failure. Zedekiah ignored the advice of the prophet, and broke the promise he had made to the
Babyl king. He rebelled. To the ancients, as to many moderns, that wasan unforgivable act of per-
fidy that could only be punished -brutally and finally. In stark and unadorned language we read of
the horror that followed. For 18kkmonths the Babyls beseiged Jerus. They could afford to wait,
for they had time and famine on their side. When all food and water were gone, so that people were
no longer capable of defense, the wald was broken, the city entered. Then came the retribution.
It is not a pretty sight, but just for a few minutes we need to look upon it, long and hard and
unblinking. It has something to say to us that we need to hear. We too are a people of pride in
our achdevements. Our wealth is the envy of the world, when millions are undernourished and afflc-
ted with disease. Gomewhere I read that e very day 40,000 people in the world die from famine and
related illness., Our military budgets would feed and clothe and educate the multitude, the waste
from our tables would keep children alive if we could bat deliver it. But more than that is the
relig condiiion in the land. According to the Bibl stonm”there were only two people, the parents
of us all, and they lived in a garden in which all their needs were bountéfully met. Still, they
refused, and rebelled. The original sin was their willingness to agree with the suspicion that
God was not to be trusted. Only one thing was forbidden them, and that one thing they did, because
they wanted to see  for themselves what God had hidden f rom them. Inw¥ited to trust the providence
of God, they stepped over the boundaries God had set. Faith, the gift of an assured truth upon
which we can all rely for our well-being, was replaced by doubt. Now, doubt has its attractive
qualities. Someone has defined history as the 5 thousand year rear-guard action of dogma against
the attack of curiosity. Doubt of the axioms has made possible scientific and technological ad-
vances beyond the imagination of times past. There is a book in the library about what people in
the past thought of the future--what people who lived before us, imagined that our own t ime would
be like, It is instructive to read the utopias of the past, for never did they correctly envision
our lives, the gadgets we take for granted, the pills that banish our pains.f/But for all that, we
need to understand also that doubt taken to rebellion is destructive of our relatship with the God
who made us, and who made the garde:@ianet in which we live, The same doubt that produced unbeliev
able intellectual advances, which i# the foundation for scientific truth, has led to a loss of
trust in God, In that we are at risk, for however often we replace holy water with an antiseptic,
or place our trust in heavy bombers, or stock certificates, the future still is in the hadds of God
The poet has shouted it: while nations rage, while empires rock & fall, While hatred burns, and
greed and war increase, With heart & voice we dedicate our all Once more to Thee, Oh mighty Prince
of Peace.ﬁ’That we know it, and do it not, is our grievous fault, and it is to us that punishment
comes. It came to the chosen people; can we thank ourse¥ves more dear to God than t hey were, more
secure in forgiveness, when we continue to reject the truth? For the truth in these words comes
clearly to us: for the kinds of problems we face, there is no solution as the world and reason see
solutions. We camnot discover a vaccine for human rebellion, nor a cure for the folly of going it
our way, when the way of trust is open before us. To those who are the people of faith there is
a comtinuing obligation to trust in God and not the computer, and there is a continuing obligation
to offer to our friends and neighbors an alternative to the treasures where moth & rust corrupt,
and thievestreak in and steal. A nation's life does not wmnsist of the multitude of nuclear war-
heads itgpossesses. The covenant is for keeping, and in the keeping of it we live, and move, and
have our being. No other way can offer that blessed assurance.




11-16-86. Promise of Return. Very few of us have any understanding of what it means to be separ-
ated from one'!s native land and cut off from one's roots. Not so very long ago it was a common
occurrence for millions of people to leave their homes and migrate to the United States. Every yr
some of them became so homesick that they made their way back home to live. It may be poorer, but
there is something enridhing about home cooking and lifesé@@®s. So dearly defended a thing is a
person's connection to his native land that forcible separation from it, what we call exile, has
from earliest times been employed as a form of punishment. In ancient Athens the republic settled
policy disputes by a process of gstracism, by which a person was voted into honorable exile for 10
yrs, with no loss of property oj&itizenshp. Tully Cicerp wrote his best ltrs and essays while in
exile from Rome. What may be mdre familiar to us is the largely fictitious short-story about Phil
ip Nolan, published in 1863 under the title, the man w/o a country. Edward Everett Hale wrote
what some consider one of the best short stories writfen by an American, about a young man who
shouted in a military court martial that he hated the U.S. and wished he would never again hear of
the U.S. again. The presiding judge gave him his wish. He was condemned to live the rest of his
1life on board U.S. naval vessels, on long voyages, andnever again set foot upon his native soil.

It was rot long before he regretted his hasty words, and as the years passed, his love of country
increased. He bore the marks of his punishmt, the author wrote, as if he had been beaten with a
lash. Exile, and the promise of return, is the subject of today's lesson, text Zebhariah 8. Zech
is next-to-last bk in OT, a book in 2 parts. Chs 1-8 are undoubtedly the work of the prophet who
was one of the first to return from captivity, and who wrote in the b rief period from 520 to 518.
Chaps 9-1li are troublesome, in text and meaning and context, for they are visionary, in the apocal
yptic style, and may represent a later age. Our assignmt is from chap 8, so we need not deal w/the
vexing probls of the latter chaps. Zechariah means God remembers. His very name is a statemt of
faith, one we should ourselves remember. His work is dated in the text, so welknow when it was writ
ten. It began in the 8th month, 520, another part was added on 2l4th day, llth month, 520 (1:7).
The passage we have is dated ljth day, 9th month, 518 (7:1). Zechariah was a contemporary of Haggai
and with him is considered a founder of Judaism, and s ome say, of the narrowly limited view of the
people of God that became the norm after the exile. His book is a series of sayings about the re-
building of the temple, and about the coming messianic age for which all his people must prepare
themselves. All through the book there is evidence of discouragemt and a sense of hopelessness.
Cyrus the king of Persia cong Babylonia in 539, and soon thereafter began a policy of returning to
their homelands the exiles taken to Babylon as hostages. Two yrs later the Bhild Zechariah had
been taken back to Jerus w/his family. Now, f@ yrs later, a man in years and insight foégan his
profhetic mission. One who made a study of the function of prophet said the assignmt was ke to
quiet the pecple's fears about the state of the world; to inspire their zeal and encourage their
perseverence, to give them confidence, and to remind them that God cares@out them and that their
sinfis forgiven. Every generation, every decade, every year,needs the prophet, for it is not easy
to maintain enthusiasm when we lose more often than we win, and fail more often than we succeed.
William the Silent, stadtholder of the Netherlands, is the hero of perseverence. His life was a
tragic struggle against overpowering circumstances, prospects so gloomy that most of us wobuld have
given up and moved away. His description of his life has a nobility about it that we cannot repeat
too often--it is not necessary to thope in order to act, or to succeed in order to persevere. S¢i11,
the unrealized hope is the chokechain that cuts the windpipe of our dreams; the constant ambush of
ambition by cynicism and despair takes away our dignity, The promise of Cyrus to the captive peop-
les was a false dawn, followed by more of the night that covers us, baack as the pit from pole to
pole. Most of the exiles remained in Babylon, and these who returned found conditions "harsh and
disheartening. To that discouragement spoke first the prophet Haggai and then Zechariah with words
of comfort and hope. Zech 8: 3-13. °‘This is part of Zech's reply to questions put to him in Chap 7
from the people of the anclent shrine of Behh-el, asking whether they should continue to keep the
fast in the fifbh month of the year, as they had while in Exile. The first part of the reply spoke
directly to the question; the second part broadened the context. There are 7 sayings in it, each
beginning w/words, Thus saith the Lord of Hosts. All of them promise future happiness to the city
of Jerus and to the land of Judah. It is the picturd ofa restored mciety, "in which every part of
the community will have a share in the joy that is to come, Standing in the middle of rubble and
broken building stones that marked the desolation of the city's destruction, the prophet could see
the rebuilt city that the future held. Thus says the Lord God of hosts, I will return, and will
dwell in the midst. The idea of the return is basic to Hebrew thought, and it means man's repen-
tance and return to God, it means man's recognition that he has departed from the covenant, and
that he must arise and return to the Father. The faith of Isr is that any person can at any thme
return in humble penitence and God will accept and forgive.. On the day of atonement, Yom Kippur,

in synagogs all the world over, a portion of Chap 3 of the Bk of Jonah is read to the congregat.
Jonah gried out, Yet LO days, and Nineveh shall be overthromn, and the King called on his people




to return, every person, from his/her evil way. Who knows, God may repent, and turn from his plan
of destruction. No other evidence is needed; when God saw what they did, how they returned from
their evil way, God repented of the evil that he had said he would do to them and did it not. Here
Zecheriah heard the worddof the Lord, saying, I will return, making the point that when we stray
from the presence of God, God will himself reach out to us and make the connection which we have
let become untied. And look at the change in the place. Jerus shall be called the faithful e¢ity
and the mountain of Zion shall be called the holy mountain. The 3d saying is vv 4-5, and it pre-
sents a picture of peaceful happiness we would not think of ourselves. The elderly shall sit in
the streets, and the streets shall be filled withchildren at play. What a picture of an ideal fu-
ture that is. If we were to describe the significant ‘achievemts of our city wemight mention the
value of its trade, or the number of its population, the quality of its symphony or opera company,
or the spiritual inspiration the audience gets from its little theatre playhouse. How many of us
would point to park benches where the elderly can come to sit in the thin November sunlight, and
talk to each other, and play a game of checkers? . Or would We think it important to tell of the
playgrounds for the children? Zechariah wants us to measure the effect of God's return to the
faithful city and to the holy mountain by the way the old and the young find contentment. It is of
some significance that elderly gople sitting along the street are evidence of the presence of God
in the world, andtthe play of children in the streets and in the parks is also a sign of the peace
that God offers. I would guess that there are very few people in these days who would look with
disfavor upon the happy play of children, but in the past it was common. Dickens' storges contain
a few killjoys who would regiment chdldren and compel them to squeeze out of their beings the fun
of play. What is chilling is that people who demand the recognition that life is real, life is
earnest, and is too serious tote frittered away with tag and I spy and London b ridge, did so, and
may yet do so, out of a distorted religious sense. But here is a picture of a city that is acting
like a city should act. In the market-place where people buy what they need to live there is a
hurry and a bustle. There is also, often, the attitude that unless a person is useful to the busi-
ness of buying and selling he is a nuisance, a burden, and weight around the necks of the wage-
earners. Brush them away. Repeal social security, and aid to dependent children, and lunch pro-
grams and recreation departments; regard aging as a thing to hide and not to honor, exploit the very
young with pornography and unimaginative toys and right-to-life dolls. When God returns to the
city, the elderly will be given seats along the street, and the young will play. And how fares

the church and temple in the matter of the two ends of the birthday spectrum? Ape there children
who are not given opportunity to learn the old stories, and psalms? and the lessons in speaking

and praying and the doctrines? And the elderly; do we forget that they are people too, that they
are children of God, that they need much, and have much to offer? City streets .safe for retired
people, and for those who have not yet begun to give of their +talents, is the sign of God's re-
turn. By that measure, how near, or how far, are we from the faithful city and the holy mountain?
The fifth saying is vv.7-8, and itis the renewal of the covenant that wasroken. People who fled
toEgypt, and .those who were carried away into Babylon, shall return; they shall be my people I will
be their God. These are the ancient words of covenant; they are as old as Abraham, and Isaac, and
Jacob who was Israel. People may forget the covenant, and .#® break it, thinking we are adults,
and sophisticates, and upwardly mobile, and no tonger need it. Keep the sabbath, honor father and
mother, have no other gods, do not covet, they are all old-fashioned, obsolete. People may forget,
or think they outgrow, but God never forgets. The same offer is made to us that was made to the
patriarchs of old. How shall we respond? The éth saying is in vv, 9-13. It is a promise of mercy
and peace. Let your hands be s trong, to build the temple of God in the holy mountain, for it will
be the messianic sign. Emmanuel, God with us, will be our motto whenthe temple is completed. When
God is with us, there shall be a sowing of peace and plenty. Gardens shall grow luxuriantly and
yvield large harvests of the fruits and grains that we enjoy; the rains will come and we need take
no thought of the morrow, for all is prepared for you. And as in the past you have been the joke
of the world, for you forgot God and were punished for it, now you shall be a blessing to all the
world. fear not, but let your hands be steong. This is the word of comfort and hope to a people
who needed to hear it. What i$ says is that the dark night of the soul is but the preparation for
the dawn. There is a modern parable about the first mah, called Adam, Man, and how he must have
felt when in the evening the sun went down and the sky grew dark. It was Adam's first darkness.

He could not know,that it was natural, and normal, for he had never seen night, or felt dawn upon
his brow. Then he must have seen that the dark is not dark; there are stars, with their promise

of the sun, for stars are suns just as our sun is a star, the returning shar of the day. Tha
night Adam learned that the night is never wholly dark, and no night is endless.  Each of us must
learn it in our own time of trouble and darkness. The light is never far. That is the msg of

Zechariah, to his owm time, and also to us. \ﬁgvfcx e L™
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11-23-86. Rebuilding. - It is a perennial indoor sport of the learned population to decry the cur-
rent state of history writing. Gifted minds and inspired pens are rare combinations in any genera-
tion, and are particularly embarrassing by their shortage in a day of managerial history and burea
cratic projects and the processing rather than the careful indicting of words. 160 yrsa go the sub
lime Englhistorian Thomas Babington Macaulay wrote a justly celebrated essay upon the writings of
Henry Hallam. History, at least in its state of ideal perfection, Macaulay wrote, is a compound of
poetry and philosophy. It impresses general truths onthe mind by a vivid representation of particu
lar charac ters and incidents."™ And then he wrote a magésterial sentence describing what history

in its ideal perfection ought to contain and do: To make the past present, to bring the distant
near, to place us in the society of a greatman or on the eminence which overlooks the field of a
mighty battle, to invest with the reality of human flesh and Blood?/beings whom we are too much in-
clined to consider as personified qualities in an-allegory, to call up our ancestors before us with
all their peculiarities of language, manners, and garb, to show us over their houses, to seat us at
their tables, to rummage their old-fashioned wardrobes, to explain the uses of their ponderous furn
iture-~this is the task and function of history. That being the case, now you can understand why
all students of history from that time to this read Macaulay with profit and delight. Macaulay's
vivid imagination entrances us by giving life to the dead, and meaning to the departed,ﬂby recreat-
ing those beings both great and small who transmitted to us the world and the language and the com-
munity which we callour own. Today we are going to look at a ting event in the past, to examine it
for life and meaning in our own day, text Ezra and Nehemiah. This is the last but one of a series
of lessons we have considered this fall on the history of the covenant people. We have not always
obeyed Thomas Macaulay's rule about the work of history, but we have watched a people, no different
in any discernalle feature from ourselves, except that they knew themselves to be the elect of God
a bit earlier than we came to understand that of ourselves, and that they bequeathed to us the a-
wareness of the presence of a God of judgment and of lovef%ﬂgb created and legislated a world in
which they and we might live in peace and in happiness if we but cling unflinchingly to the knowl-
edge that we are creatures, and dependent upon the almight spirit who made us in his image, but who
will surely suffer the consequences if we forget and deny our creaturehood and our need. The lesson
of scripture is clear--joy unlimited goes with faith and obedience to a moral law, for this is at
base a moral universe and we are ourselves created for a moral existence. But just as inexorably
the rule is clear--punishment follows disobedience and sensuality and perversion of the good life.
Sins of the flesh are punished in the flesh, sins of the spirit are punished in the spirit, sins of
the mind rsult in the darkening of the mind. Hell is anywhere that God is not, and that means here
and now when mankind imagines himself/herself beyond the restraints of the moral law. Those origi-
nal chosen people got to that point, we should not Jjudge too harshly, for it is a continuing
temptation to all of us, and none of us is so intent upon the spirit and so forgetful of the flesh
that we can think ourselves beyond danger. They got to that point; the one kgdm of Israel split
into two small states, which in a world of powerful and expansive empires were at risk of destruc-
tion. The prophets pleaded with rulers and priests and people to put their trust in the God of
hosts~-~thou dost keep him in perfect peace, whose mind is stayed on thee, because he trusts in
thee; trust in the Lord forever, for the Lord God is an e verlasting rockﬁﬁbut in their widdom they
collected weapons, and entered into alliances, and walked in their own way. It led to the disap-
pearance of the 10 tribes of the North, and to the defeat and captivity in Babylon of the remain-
ing kgdm of Judea. But as Adam learned, on the night of the first day of hfis existence, as the
parable of the rabbis had it, ¥Be night is forever. Dawn comes. God is merciful as well as just,
and his forgiveness is swift and total to the penitent. After the fall of Jerusalem, Palestine
waé’& part of the Babyl empire,(}or nearly half-a-century) //until 539 when Cyrus the Persian emper-
or captured the city without a battle. The ancients told with some glee aWpretty story about how
he came alone into the city of Babylon and bribed the guards to show him how to take the city, whic
was considered to be absolutely fail safe--somebody said that to call something foolproof is to un-
derestimate the ingenuity of fools~-and then returned with his army to capture it without a single
casualty--one skinned knee, perhaps, but nothing serious. Cyrus may teach us all a lesson in what
kind of nuclear weapons and space defenses we put our trust in., He was an unlightened young man
who knew that Babylon was past the stage of ripe and already in the category of rotten. It is a
wise leader who knows that of his enemy; it is an even wiser leader who knows that of his own peop-
le, and moves to cut away the rotten and make ripe the rest. He also knew, when Persia came to dom
inase the world, that his administration would be strong only if its subject peoples were strong
and rich and happy. He also knew that part of their c ontentment came from being permitted to wor-
ship as they pleased, Gods of their own choosing. So Cyrus issued a dcree that all those displaced

Eersons, carried into exile by the harsh Babyl rule, would be permitted to return to their home-
ands. He also announced his policy of allowingthem to take back with them their gods who had been

uprooted from their rightful places. Pagans imagine gods to have their places, and to know their
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place. But let ué Tead the record as we have it, and then think about it. Eazra 1: 1-4; 6:1416;
Nehemiah 4: 153 6: 15-16, First you will note that we have read only the b riefest of tidbits from
The wholestory. Let us all take it as assignmt to read Ezra/Nehemiah, and along with them the pro-
phets Haggai and Zechariah, for they were contemporaries, all of them. There is good evidence that
when first written, 5th cen b.c., the bks of Ezra/Nehemiah were all one book, and thay they were
written by the?Shironicaler who put in present form thetks we call first &ssecond chronicles. If
you compare the end of 2 Chrons with the beginning of Ezra, you will see the r epdtition that tied
the one part of the history to another. In fact, t he final sentence of Chron, which is incomplete,
is completed in Esra. Two other books named Ezra, or Esdras, have come d own to us from the past,
but are not admitted to the canon as we follow it. They are revisions, or editings, of these pres-
ent canonical books, and you may. compare the two versions. But first we have Cyrus' proclamation.
The Lord God of Heaven has given me all the kingdms of the earth. In Chap 6 there is a repetition
of this proclamat, but in the original it is in Aramaic rather than Hebr, as it is here. Aramaic
was a related dialect to Hebrew, and was spoken farther east; it rivalled Hebrew for public expres-
sion after the returnfrom exile. There is' an inscripiion found in the ruins of Ur of the Chaldees,
the city from which Abraham came, an inscription of Cyrus, which says, The great gods have deliver-
ed all the lands into my hands. It is a statemt of the work of God in history. . The tolerance of
divergent religious viewss even the encouragemt of them, is here described as adirect evidence of
the working of God on the mind of a pagan. It is worth noting, in this age of moral majorities &
minorities, and the purpuit of a civil religion by .people who want to compel all people into.their
own mold. Would it not be. if the secular humanists were to insist that one of them be commis-
sioned a chaplain in the military, or that the chaplain in the U.S. Senate should be a Buddhist,
or a Muslim, to show what happens when congr8ss is given power to legislate upon religion? Cyrus,
2500 yrs ago, showed more understanding of political and religious confidence than do many in our
own day. Fear that we may be wrong is the motive force behind efforts to compel conformity; fear
that if there are alternative paths to the good life people will hurtle down the wrong one to thei
destruction. We who know that our God lives, will show it in the way we behave, and we will pro-
claim to all the world that a savior has come unto.us, and we will speak to God about our brother,
but we shall not exclude, or punish anyone who chooses to, believe adogtrine that differs from our
own. Cyrus was a non-believer, and yet he commanded the exiles to return to Jerus and rebuild the
temple; he gave them the golden vessels that were in the temple, and he ggve them goods & beasts
& an appropriation of money to finance the rebuilding. Isa 45 declares “yrus to be God's anointed
~-~in Hebr the word is Messiah, in the Grk it is the christ, which tells us that the word and the
mission was understood differently by the people of the time. With Cyrus' encouragemt and assis-
tance, Chd tells us that the elders prospered and built, and finished the work of restoring  the
temple. It took. about lj yrs and 6 months, in the 6th year of the reign of Darius, which on our
calendar is 516 b.c. In the verses that follw we read.that the temple was dedicated, and the pass-
over celebrated, with great joy. The remainder of the readings assigned us tells of the construc-
tion of the wall about the city of Jerus., For that the Jews had no assistance from the Persians.
In fact, they met opposition from their neighbors, who killed many masons as they fitted stones in-
to the wall. The neighboring peoples wanted no wall about Jerus, for that would mean that the Jews
could protect themselves, and.defend themselves, and remain independent in their own right. Even
with the rebuilt Temple, there could be no security without a wall. It was Nehemiah whogave ldrshp
to build what had been broken. At night, so no enemy would attack, he conducted an inspection of
the walls, and he made plans to rebuild.. The ruler of Smmaria violently opposed the work, as did
the people of Edom and Ammon, lands east and south. They sent raiding parties to preévent the work.
Nehemiah divided his force, half to build and half to stand guard. 1In 52 days the wall was com-
pleted, and the success was regarded as proof that Cod had helped in the work (6:16). We cannot in
good conscience sit in judgmt upon those people, not we, who expend enormous sums to build walls
about our homeland, but there is something sad about people taking pride in completing the wall,
and then calling it proof of God's presence t hat struck fear into the surrounding peeples. There is
somethinghhuman about that, something temporary in the midst of the eternal, something of clay in
the iron of faith. How far have we come in the history of the covenant people! Once they came in-
to the promised land, and with the help of God, and the sounding of some ram's horn trumpets, blew
down the walls people had built to defend themselves. - Once they had defeated Philistine and Canaan
ite. Now they live huddled behind those walls, and consider it the sign of God's presence. History
is a compound of poetry and philosophy, Macaulay wrote; it is a painted picture and it is a road
map. Now, with the completion of a hundred yards or so of wall across the plateau, we are near the
end of the road. One day there shall be a new Jerusalem, and there shall be no night there, and no
wall, for the Lord God Bhall be all and all. Even as we live in this world, far from perfection,
let us give thanks to the faint light we have, and pray for understanding and faith to see even

more.,




11-30-86. Law. Thebe is an old proverb that says that nobody loves the law when the noose tight-
ens around one's neck. The corollary to that is that everybody loves the law when it gives us
permission to do as we please, with no punishments and no regrets. Whielﬁs to say that many of us
do'not 1ike restraints ‘and limits. That is what a law is. Whatever you'and I may wish to do,
whatever we may think the visibility or the safety conditions are, we ¢ annot drive more than 3S5mph
on the streets of our town, most of them, that is. Whatever we may decide about the right to own
property, we cannot take for our use something that another person earned with time ‘and mind and
skill. Law must take precedence over our own wishes, and desires, because law is what we owe the
community. It is »the way we order a society composed of many people, of different concerns and
interests, some of whosSe noses get in the way of another's clenched fist. And as we shall see, it
is also the foundation of the covenant that God offered to create betwéen himself and his people.
“Text Nehemiah 8, Psa 119. Today we come to the end of the month, and the final lesson in a series
we have been doing this fall on the history of ‘thé covenant people Covenant is the Bibl term for
contract; or compact, or legal agreement, between God and man. It is a basic assebtion of the Bib
revelation that God approaches mankind, not the other way around; that God offers the gift of his
presence to those who accept the terms God imposes; that the terms take the form of a covenant.
From the beginning of the encounter, the formula was the same; I will be your God, and you will be
my people. The creation itself is a covenant in physical reality, according to t.he Bible; the
Painbow that glows in the stormeloud when the sun breaks t hrough upen it, is another covenant, a
promise from God--never again shall all mankind be destroyed by flood. Only the family of Noah
was savedd in the ark. Then came the call of God to Abram, in farpoff Chaldea, to rise up and go,
taking on trust the promise of protection and guidance The descendants of Abram were the chesen
people, whether they lfked it or not; there have always been some among them, and us, who resent
and reject and refuse the honor. ‘It costs to be chosen. It may be the jealousy of the less-fav-
ored, or the human reséntment of 'the holy, that at one epoch or another in human history the hands
of -the nations are raised against hapless Israel. ' The wandering Jew, seeking a homeland, and a
way to make his bread, and raise his children, is a judgment upén the whole world. ' That Jews re-
main steadfast in their faith is a tribute to their indomitable will. It also costs to preserve
the ancient scrolls of the law. Some time ago I visited the state art gallery in Raleigh, and saw
the room with the treasures from the Jewish art trdadition. If you'Ye not seen it, you are missing
a moving experience. At the certer of the room, at the focus tdm of the exhibit, there is an edab
orately decorated silver container with a seroll of the law inside it. -The condainer is ‘partially
opened, so the viewer can see the rich vellum and the ‘beautiful Hetrew calligraphy. Tears came
into my eyes when Isaw it, for in that display case I ould see nearly 3000 years, and millions of
people who ‘died in faith, who died cherishing and defending the words upon that scroll. It -costs
to be chesen. The choice is ours, but the invitdtion is God's. It is ‘to all people, for the Hebr
mission is to bring t he whole*world to ‘bhe knowld of ‘the one t rue God. And at the heart of the
Hebr faith is the doctrine of law. What we need to rémembef about the law of God isthat it was
not a burden, it was not a cost, it was a great blessing. -t was the gift of God to his people,
for it gave 'mankind instructions in happy and prosperous living from the manufacturer, the one who
‘made us. It was an act of grace, unmerited grace, on man's part, that God gavé the law. It is
there fore a thing in which we find and take delight and joy. So it was to the people who returndd
to Jerusalem from exile, when the law was read to them in the restored c¢ity. Neh 8: 1-8. This is
a scene of  triumph and joy, rich in emotion and human dignity. The text has some difficulty. At
this point in the story Nehemish is no longer the ¢ entral figure; Ezra is. Some say this passage
belongs after Chap 8 of Ezra, as it does in the oldest Grk--not Hebr--translat we have. Otkers say

to read. Others speculate about what the reading might 'have been. But these are minor matters,
in 1ight of the scene itself. Pkcture it in your own mind. There is an open square somewhere in
the city, near the ga%e through which the water-bearers entered. It is thronged with people, jam-
‘packed, and overflowing inte't he narrow'streets that lead into the square. A wooden speakers!'
stand has been built for the occasion; it enables the speaker to stand abowe the heads of the crowd
80 all ‘can ‘see and hear. The people are sitting on the stones of &he square. It is early morning.
‘The sun'has just begun to rise over the mount of olives on the eastern side of the city. On the
pulpit we see the prophet Ezra, and on either side of him stand men, six on one side, seven on the
other. Ezra did not so much open the book as he began to unroll a ﬁcroll rolling the narrow strip
of paper from one roller to another so that the text muldbe read.# ind when he opened it the
people stooll. There is a library of meaning inthat phrase. It was a sign of respect in the orie
tal tradition; it was a recognition that the scroll, and the wordswritten upon it, were important,
not in themselves, but in what they represented. I do not know what passage he read, and it does
not matter what he read. What matters is that the scroll represented the religious experience of
the nation of Israel. It was the record of their encounter with God, with the God who invited all
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mankind into covenant with him. It was a reminder that Israel was the nation of priests, the
bearers of the promise made to Abraham, that his descendants would become a great nation, and thru
that mation -all the families of earth would find a blessing. That scroll, in itself, spoke clearly
to all who looked upon it. It said: God is, that is a simple fact -so obvious that it does not bear
debate. We take it as given, and we give thanks for it.  Thabk you God, for being God, for being
so far beyond human understanding and human limitations, and human quarrels and angers and feuds
and terrorist bombings and arms shipments to a terrorist nation and stock market deals that rob the
investor, and petty immoralities, and all the problems.we think important. God is far beyond us,
but still is with us, with tender love and care as the shepherd cares for the tenderest lamb. The
lord is my shepherd, I shall not want. .The Lord is my helper, an ever=-present help in trouble.

. Go to Jerusalem, to Samaria, to the uttérmost parts of the earth, and I will be with you to the end
of the age. To the end of time, and space, and life, God will go with us, to comfort and succor
us.//‘ There is also in this scene/of a great crowd pf people standing as the law was read to them,//

- a sense of guilt and repentance for wrongs dome, and rights undone. In this is the universal ap-
peal of religion in every age and land. When those people understood the meaning of the law, and
heard it from the source, they felt the judgmt of God upon them. Ezra blessed the Lord, the great
God~--an expression, incidentally, which is rare in Hebr, though.common. among the Babylonians--and
all the people said Amen,.amen. They bowed their heads to the ground, and they worshipped God.
They wept when they heard the word of God to them, but it was weeping out of sorrow at moral fail-
ure. It was sadness that was joy, for it brought forgiveness and a feeling of being clean and
whole again. That is the source of joy.in the law. That God would care enough for us to draw the
lines around safe behavior is an acto f God's grace. Last wk, in the newspaper, there was a story
-about the doctor whose advice helped or hindered the raising from infaney to adulthood of the pres-
ent generation of th4 upwardly mobile. Dr. Spack said that c hildren know when they have misbehaved
and if they are not corrected, they behave worse and worse, as if they were saying, how bad do I
have to be before anybody cares? Adults, teo, know when they do wrong, and look for the limits
that say, I care.for you. Thomas Szasz, :a child psychologist, wrote that permissiveness is the
principle of treating .children as if -they ‘were adult, and the tactic of guaranteeing that they
never reach that stage. The doctor is saying that without restraints we cannot attain adulthood
and maturity. From that idea of ourselves whecan.begingto understand the rejoicing in the .law.

It is the will of God for his people, it is commanded of us, but more than that, it is an explan-
ation of our own nature. e were made for the moral freedom that comes when we obey the divine

law that is set before us, for then we can be fully human.  So we do not hate the law; we rejoice
in it. It is not a burden; it is a blessing...One night we were walking in a new section of Ven-
ice, which is as you know a city of small canals and waterways. A streetlight was mot burning,

so we could not see that the street ended without: a guardrail,(an_d, a tiny arm of the lagoon lay
before us. But there was a white painted line -along the edge of the w ay. We saw it, -and we
stopped in time to avoid a drenching. That dim white line made a difference to us. - It also lim-
ited our freedom to walk right into the Adriatic Sea. Like the law of fidelity in human relations,
and honesty in our dealings, and setting apart a sabbath unto -the Lord, and having no other Gods
before the one God, that white line was painted in that street to guide us and keep us out of troub
le. We were thankful for it. - We saw no reason to question it, or vote against it, or decide that |
we had the right to obey it if we chose, or ignore it and go our own way. WNor did we think that in
~one situation we would accept its restraint, but in anothep we might just leap over ih, into the
drink. That is the way regard the law of God in ves. It is.somethigg that either
saves us from destroying ourselves, or it does not matter unless we get caught. It is a lot of
pointless rules that get inthe way of a good time, or it is the word of God on the subject of how
we were made and what is good for us, and what bad. Who better knows how to be deeply and fully
happy in life than the maker who put us together? So we look to it not as something toaveid, or
‘run around the end of, or cut out of our lives as obsolete. . No, we give thanks to God for the

gift of thelaw, as evidence of God's concern for us.. Amermissive God would teeat us as masters of
ourselves, and would remove the white painted lines at the end of the walkway in the cause of giv-
ing us freedom to find out for ourselves how wet and cold the water. A permissive God would em-
ploy the tactic of guaranteeing that we never reached the stage of moral maturity. So we do not
regret, we ?ejoice, in the law. It is the foundation~-stone, of the covenant between God and man,
and it is the measure of God's love for us that he gave it to us. Let us hear a portion of the
Psalm 119, every one of whose 176 verses is a hymn in praise of the law. Psa 119: 105-112.
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