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“Wisdom for the Way”
Exodus 20:1-4, 7-9, 12-20 & Matthew 22:34-40
Over the last several weeks we followed the Hebrew people on their journey out of the hardship of oppression and forced labor of Egypt towards the promise of freedom in a new land.  They were able to flee from the wrath of the Egyptian army but later they found themselves wandering through the wilderness without food and without water.  
As their faith and trust in God wavered, they found fault in Moses accusing him of leading them into a certain death.  Each time Moses cried out to God and God responded.  The Egyptian army was defeated.  Quail and manna was provided.  Water was found.

In our reading from The Book of Exodus today we find the people at the mountain at Sinai.  It is at Sinai that Moses is affirmed as God’s spokesperson and it is at Sinai that the giving of the Ten Commandments becomes a sign of God’s covenant or agreement with the people on how they are to live their lives.
The commandments become a summary of God’s rules for life and living.  I have often wondered how it was that such rules would be of any value – especially when it seems that we are being told what not to do.

Our church was established in 1832 as a result of the early work of missionaries who came to us from a place called New England.  The first mission company set sail for our islands out of Boston Harbor.  They were influenced by the teachings of a Protestant theologian named John Calvin (1509-1564).  

His influence was so pervasive that our church along with many other Hawaiian churches came to identify themselves as “Kalavina” or Calvinist churches.  Remarkably it was Calvin who pointed out that every negative found in the writing of the Ten Commandments implies a positive. 
To say “do not kill” then implies the opposite “support the living.”  (Seasons of the Spirit, Congregational Life, Pentecost 2, 2008, page 46)  “Do not steal.”  "Share."  And so on.

It is a lesson that I learned many, many years ago from a Sunday School teacher who was determined to discipline what she perceived to be unruly students in her care.  “They talk out of turn and they never listen.  They misbehave and are rude.”

“It’s time,” she said “that we lay down the law.  I’ve decided that we are going to set up rules for our class and I’ll be talking to the students about that.”

A week later she returned with a sheet of paper upon which, not surprisingly, there were ten rules.  I don’t remember them as they appeared written on that sheet of paper but I do remember that they went something like this:  “Do not say bad words in class.  Do not be rude.  Do not be selfish.  Do not talk unless you are given permission.”
It was clear at least to me that the teacher had taken whatever the children said to her, interpreted each one into her own words, and then had them written down.  What struck me instantly was the way in which each rule was a negative.  It was about what they could not do.

I was invited to join the teacher and her class to go over the new rules.  I expressed my appreciation to the teacher for working with them and I expressed my appreciation to the children for coming up with their new rules.

Then I said, “I would like to suggest that you take every rule you’ve come up with and make it positive.”  For example, I suggested that instead of saying, “Do not be rude,” why not say, “Be kind to each other”?  Instead of saying, “Do not be selfish,” why not say, “Share with others”?  And instead of saying, “Do not talk unless you are given permission,” why not say, “Be polite and listen to one another”?
Slowly but surely, one by one, the children came up with what they could do.  "Now that’s good news," I said, and with some reluctance, the teacher seemed to agree.
It’s hard for us not to want to make rules that end up on the negative side of things.  Down through the centuries we have found it more to our liking to exchange God’s rules of life to guide and direct us in positive ways for rules meant to confer judgment and punishment.  We embrace the Ten Commandments as a way of making judgments about others with whom we may not be pleased.  We insist that the Ten Commandments form the core of our ethical and moral code and so we codify the rules into laws and make clear that the consequence of violating any law is punishment.

It is true that the ancient Hebrews needed to understand God’s intention for them as they journeyed toward becoming the nation that was promised to Abraham and his descendants.  There would be consequences to their action but the intention was always for the good of the people.  Therefore, the Ten Commandments became first and foremost, concrete expressions of God’s wisdom and will, not judgment and punishment.

There are those today who argue that the display of the Ten Commandments in public places constitutes a person’s freedom of speech.  Others insist that this is what God intends for all human beings.  

As for me, whether or not the Ten Commandments are inscribed on stone and displayed in a courthouse is of far less importance than if we understand that God’s wisdom and will are written upon the human heart.  I do not need a stone tablet or even words on parchment to know the wisdom of God’s way for our lives and for our living.

The prophet Jeremiah reminds us of God's word to the people long ago, "I will give them one heart and one way, that they may fear me for all time, for their own good and the good of their children.  I will make an everlasting covenant with them, never to draw back from doing good for them; and I will put the fear of me in their hearts, so that they may not turn from me.  I will rejoice in doing good to them, and I will plant them in this land in faithfulness, with all my heart and with all my soul." (Jeremiah 32:39-41)

The apostle Paul also reminds us of those who do not possess the law yet "do instinctively what the law requires, these, though not having the law, are a law to themselves.  They show that what the law requires is written on their hearts, to which their own conscience also bears witness . . . " (Romans 2:14-15)

Our fear of God is not about being afraid of the wrath and punishment of God but about our standing in awe of the God whose grace and mercy has touched the human heart.
It may be that we will always be inclined as human beings to find fault in one another.  Rather than offer positive words of encouragement and blessing, we may spend an inordinate amount of time and energy doing just the opposite.  

We are quick to tell our children about whatever may disappoint us.  We may be quick to tell our parents why they dissatisfy us.  We convince ourselves that our criticism of others is for their own good.  

It is difficult for us to encourage and affirm one another.  We begin by arguing that as human beings we are basically flawed.  Sin has entered the world and therefore any notion of encouragement or affirmation does nothing to remedy our plight and yet we dare to proclaim from the mountaintop – “For God so loved the world . . . ” (John 3:16).  

The Ten Commandments will always be a part of our spiritual heritage.  So it is that we must lay claim to its wisdom and value in our lives.  But we must also lay claim to the beatitudes or declarations of blessing Jesus offered to the people who were gathered with him one day. 
“Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God.  Blessed are you who are hungry now, for you will be filled.  Blessed are you who weep now, for you will laugh.  Blessed are you when people hate you, and when they exclude you, revile you and defame you on account of the Son of Man.  Rejoice in that day and leap for joy, for surely your reward is great in heaven.” (Luke 6:20-23; see also Matthew 5:3-12)
We give thanks for Jesus’ words of encouragement and affirmation.  And if we find it difficult to embrace such encouragement and affirmation, the late American satirist Kurt Vonnegut reminds us:  “For some reason, the most vocal Christians among us never mention the beatitudes.  But – often with tears in their eyes – demand that the Ten Commandments be posted in public buildings.  And of course that’s Moses, not Jesus.  I haven’t heard one of them demand that the Sermon on the Mount, the beatitudes be posted anywhere.” (Be-Attitude, Dave Andrews, Brisbane, Australia, www.wecan.be.)

Perhaps that is as it should be.  Because in the same way that God’s wisdom and will, reflected in the Ten Commandments, is written on our hearts so it is that the blessings declared by Jesus in the Beatitudes is also written on our hearts.  Therefore on this World Communion Sunday let us join our hearts with brothers and sisters in every corner of the world as we celebrate the sharing of the bread and the cup.
Amen.
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