14 Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my
heart be acceptable in your sight, *
O Lord, my strength and my redeemer.
As I am writing this sermon, I’m wondering if we really need to hear the ten commandments twice in one worship service? Speaking for myself I don’t mind rules so much but I sometimes have issues with those in authority who implement the rules. Yes, I am aware that I must be obedient to my bishop and I strive to always do that. That is the way the Episcopal church is structured. It’s a hierarchical model and it has good and bad points. It means that sometimes changes take a long time to make because resolutions for changes must be brought before the national or local convention and voted on every three years. That requires patience and discernment! In the local church it means that we have a vestry which is composed of lay people who serve our church and represent the voices and needs of the congregation. The vestry makes sure that the rules and bylaws of the church are followed and they approve any financial and major decisions in the life of the church. We always try to make these decisions prayerfully and last week at our vestry retreat we actually made a collect to be used for our vestry meetings and it goes like this: Almighty and loving God. Who lives and knows us through everlasting time. We give you thanks for your presence among us in our work, joys and times of affliction. Guide us as we continue the work we have started in Brown County and forge new connections in our community, that we may shine your light, respect the dignity of every person we encounter and have yet to encounter, and alleviate suffering in our community. In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen. By starting our meetings with a collect to and for God we remember the work and worship that we do is centered around following God. God is indeed present in everything we do. God is indeed present in us as individuals, as a community, in the greater community of Brown County and the world. The ten commandments teach us how to get along with one another, maintain good healthy relationships and they help keep our attention, actions, and lives focused on God. They take off the table actions that would be particularly harmful to our neighbors. If we took seriously, the commandment; thou shall not kill for instance, and it was only done under extenuating circumstances how would that change our world? What if we took it out of the picture altogether? Took it out of our thought process and did not allow guns in the hands of private citizens except for hunting? Most of the commandments make perfect sense to us even a few thousand years after they were written. A couple of them are products of a context and place that no longer make sense or illustrate our understanding of how we think God works in the world today. For Instance, it is no longer acceptable to treat or make woman property whether that be in a marriage or in the sex trade or under any circumstances. Enslavement of any human being is not tolerated in today’s world. The laws and commandments are designed to create communities of people that can be in healthy relationships with one another. The commandments are supposed to allow us to live in this world and show every person in it that they are people who deserve freedom to live out their lives, they exemplify the dignity of each person, and they should be enforced by each person being given and accountable to the same laws and punishments. The commandments also state that material possessions are not to be coveted and they should not be given greater importance than our relationships with one another and God. The laws God sets out for us should allow us to reflect God’s hopes and desires for creation. They should provide a framework for the way the church operates in the world and specifically in the community in which we belong…northern Brown County. We don’t always succeed in following the commandments, we are prone to sin as human beings. We make mistakes; often daily, on how we live out the commandments in our lives and how we love one another. God has set in place a way to keep trying, to risk loving and to turn back to our Creator whenever we fail and fall into sin. God has let us know unequivically that by doing so, by turning back when we mess up and by trying to do things differently in the present and the future that God forgives us. God doesn’t give up on humanity. From the earliest days of God’s relationship with humanity, God continues to keep showing up and refuses to give up on humanities ability to live according to God’s ways and commandments. As long as we are alive there is hope that we can follow God, to live like Jesus in service and vulnerability and to value Creation over material possessions. Our tendency in the human family has been to justify certain sins to gain power and wealth. It now seems that the needs of the people in our communities have been displaced by other political agendas that benefit a few and leave the rest without resources or opportunities. If we truly were to follow and apply the laws justly and without regard for gender, race, sexual identity, immigrant status, nationality, religion than we might see a greater reflection of God’s kingdom here in our world. When Jesus overturns the tables in the temple we can see his disdain and fury over monetary gain and idolatry in the temple of worship. As I think of our worship space, it was overcome this past year by projects to help feed our community. There is food all over Ackerman Hall in our meeting space, there was disarray in the Gathering place from the December drive to give the community household items. While it did clutter up our space it was a clutter that I think reflects the work we are called to do to as servant leaders in Brown County. When I suggested that we do a work day to get it cleaned up someone went in and straightened up the spaces and cleaned our building; Preparing it for future projects and worship. It is easy to become rule bound and to use rules to exclude and separate, but God’s rules are designed to bring humanity closer. They should help us think of ways to get along and form relationships of love between all humans. The commandments remind us that the one whom we follow loves us and has promised to be with us through all times, spaces and places. Lent is a great time to form closer relationship with God and to spend time in God’s presence. I walked out the front door today and I saw some shoots of green in the ground below me. The first signs of new growth in my yard. It seemed utterly miraculous to me to see this new life that is so determined to burst through into the world after a year of pandemic and winter snow and ice. This new growth had the audacity to break through the ground and grow out of the seemingly barren earth. When we are able to follow in God’s ways and allow God to shape our thinking and actions that is exactly what happens. New growth happens within our selves and our community and is visible to all. Following God’s ways in this world should lead us to transformation as a human family. Listen to Maya Angelou’s poem Human Family:
I note the obvious differences
In the human family.
Some of us are serious,
Some thrive on comedy.
Some declare their lives are lived
As true profundity,
And others claim they really live
The real reality.
The variety of our skin tones
Can confuse, bemuse, delight,
Brown and pink and beige and purple,
Tan and blue and white.
I've sailed upon the seven seas
And stopped in every land,
I've seen the wonders of the world
Not yet one common man.
I know ten thousand women
Called Jane and Mary Jane,
But I've not seen any two
Who really were the same.
Mirror twins are different
Although their features jibe,
And lovers think quite different thoughts
While lying side by side.
We love and lose in China,
We weep on England's moors,
And laugh and moan in Guinea,
And thrive on Spanish shores.
We seek success in Finland,
Are born and die in Maine.
In minor ways we differ,
In major we're the same.
I note the obvious differences
Between each sort and type,
But we are more alike, my friends,
Than we are unalike.
We are more alike, my friends,
Than we are unalike.
We are more alike, my friends,
Than we are unalike.
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