Sermon preached @ Bethesda UMC/Baltimore 2 October 2011

Sixteenth Sunday after Pentecost/World Communion Sunday

“Fair play”


“Take this because it’s good for you.”


That’s what the Ten Commandments sound like to a part of our Christian consciousness.


We fixate on the idea that God loves everybody.   Then we have a hard time saying God has rules.


It always seems like somebody else is doing the interpreting.   We split all the time over meanings.


Everybody in this room has had to ponder about soldiers marching off to war.   “Thou shalt not kill.”


To get a handle on the Ten Commandments, to make them useful for our time and place, it helps to think of what we call the “laws of nature.”   Plants grow up towards the sunlight.   Gravity pulls things down.   Just so, when you kill somebody, trust, and love, and cooperation between human beings suffers.


In another example, all these crimes we suffer from in neighborhoods, and these failures on school tests, go back to the natural, basic fact that people either “lose it”  or “never got it” in terms of simple self-respect and self-control.


We think the Jews adopted or adapted behavioral codes common in their region.   The “Code of Hammurabi” was Babylonian, older, and quite similar to the Ten Commandments.


What it amounts to is people taking responsibility for living together “under God,” as we say in our Pledge of Allegiance to the American flag.


It is nothing short of genius.


It starts with being rescued.   We must never forget that.


In the Bible, it came to the Jews after God had saved them, through the Red Sea, from Egyptian slavery.


In our case, little by little, as I grow up, I have to see that I’m lucky, fortunate, get nowhere  just complaining and bucking my circumstances.


Then I can start making some sense. 


The Ten Commandments  are so basic, they “bubble up out of the ground.”


God gives them to us the minute God sees we’re awake.


“This is why I rescued you.   Live like this!”    

(This, from God’s side.   From our side, “We’d better get it together.   Living “dog eat dog” leads nowhere.   Either we think positively, or we fall backwards.   We’d better live like this.   We’d best practice fair play.”).


Matthew rounds out the picture.   He speaks in the kind of grumpy, regretful tone we use whenever we get together to worship.    “We blew it.”

“Why do people do such things?”


Remember, Matthew speaks a story between Jesus and the Pharisees, but he’s writing a parable of us ---- of Christians, after the Crucifixion, 30 years or so into the Resurrection.


“The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone.”


It sounds puffed up.   “We’ve got the answer.”   “Us against them.”


We’ve gotten close enough to know better.   It’s everyone of our stories, every Sunday.   We know enough to play fair.   What we need is support, encouragement, nourishment…bread.


God, give us food, so we can play fair, and come to life, through Jesus Christ.   Amen

Arthur Dan Gleckler, pastor
