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March 15, 2009 

Texts: Exodus 20:1-7; Psalm 19; 1 Corinthians 1:18-25; John 2:13-22

No Rules!

That phrase is almost a theme song

For life in the 21st century.

We Americans have a love—hate relationship with rules.
We dream of a life with no restrictions and no rules,

Yet we pay lawmakers at the local, state and national level

To put in place an almost dizzying array of new laws each year. 

We have bankers and traders

Who thought they were operating 

In world where there were No Rules

And that the laws of economics didn’t apply to them.

Yet when the first principles of economics caught up with them,

They looked to taxpayers to bail them out,

Citing rules about the interconnectedness of the economy.
In New Hampshire,
Where “live free or die”

Is part of our culture,

We rebel at the thought of how a zoning rule

Might affect our freedom to use our property,

But, on the other hand, we want to make sure that there are enough rules,

That our neighbor doesn’t put a landfill in his backyard.  

When I hear the phrase,

“No rules”,

The image that comes to mind for me

Is the picture of an extreme snow boarder

In a “No rules” T shirt

Doing stunts at the top lip of a half pipe.

Now I, for one,

Enjoy flying freely down a mountain

As much as the next person. 

I like the fresh air, the feeling of freedom, and the speed,

But I would prefer that the snowboarder
Not land his stunt on the tips of my skis.

I really don’t want a lot of rules at my favorite ski area,

But I would like enough 

To prevent the seemingly immortal teenager
On his racing Rossis,

From impaling me on his ski pole

As he cuts in front of me.  

During the last winter Olympics,

One of the young women snowboard competitors

Followed her own no rules theme,

And did a show-off stunt toward the end of a race

That she had all but won.
The stunt affected her landing,

Slowed her down,
And cost her a first place finish.

For her, like the bankers and traders,

There may have been no rules,

But there were consequences.

There is a children’s book,

Entitled “No Rules for Michael” 
That sums up the dilemma

With respect to rules.

The excerpt from this book begins:

“Michael wishes more than anything that there weren’t any rules.
He is sure that school would be more fun without them.

But when his wish comes true,

He finds out that while he doesn’t have to share or take turns,

No one else does either,

And he finds out that school is just no fun at all.”

None of us really likes rules,
And yet life in a society without rules

Or one where certain people are exempt from the rules,

Is a society that most of us

Would not want to live in.

With our love--hate view of rules,

Many of us think of the Ten Commandments

As just another set of rules,

Some of which don’t seem very applicable 

To our 24/7 fluid, permeable, global society. 

Coveting our neighbor’s ox doesn’t seem particularly relevant,

Especially, when few of us have a neighbor who owns an ox.
And with respect to the Sabbath,

What do we do in this 24/7 world,

If our job demands that we serve some human need even on Sundays, 

Or our child has to compete in a sporting event on a Sunday? 

What is the significance of this set of rules,

Given to a set of people in a pre-literate closed society,

To those of us who live in a global, interconnected, information-overloaded society?

Is this set of rules still important to us

Who live in what is an increasingly post-Judeo-Christian society?

The answer to this question depends

On what we view as God’s purpose in giving the Ten Commandments.

When I hear the account of the Ten Commandments
Which we read this morning from the Book of Exodus,

What strikes me is the way it begins.
The two phrases that jump out at me are:

“God spoke,” 
And “I am the Lord your God.”

God has a powerful speaking voice,

And when God speaks the world changes.

God spoke in Genesis 1 and the words brought the world into existence.

God spoke in Genesis 6 and the world was destroyed by flood.

God spoke in Genesis 17 and 90 year old Sarah bore a son.

God spoke at the beginning of Exodus

And the plagues on the Egyptians began.

God spoke from Mount Sinai

And not only were Ten Commandments given,

But God spoke a new society and a new people,

God’s people, into existence.  

As God speaks the Ten Commandments,
God begins with a relationship.

God doesn’t start by listing the rules,
God starts with describing who God is

And how God is related to the people.

I am the Lord YOUR God,

Who brought you out of the land of Egypt,
Out of the house of slavery. 

I am the Lord YOUR God,

You are my people,

And I have shown this,

Because I have saved you.

The Ten Commandments start with an act of salvation,

And a description of a relationship.


The people who originally received the Ten Commandments,

Received a gift

Which marked their existence as people of God,  rather than slaves
And ordered the new society in which they lived.

In this covenant, marked by a relationship and two tablets of stone,
God told God’s people

How to relate both to God and to their neighbors.

In this covenant, God described a way to live

That would be life-giving, sustainable and enjoyable. 

God’s people knew that ignoring the Ten Commandments,

Meant wandering from life into death,

Crossing the boundary between a life-giving society

And one where relationships were de-valued,
And the sacred was violated.
But what do the Ten Commandments mean to our lives?

To us, who are the spiritual descendents

Of the original receivers?
We have lots and lots of other laws: local, national

And even international.

Do we really need what some might call an archaic moral code?

Indeed, if we look at the Ten Commandments as only a moral code,
We might well conclude that some aspects aren’t applicable,

And that they are of limited value.

But in contrast, looking at the Ten Commandments as God’s gift

And the means for creating an ordered, peaceful society

Puts them at the heart of our relationship to God.
One of the purposes of God’s gift

Is to help us understand what kind of life God envisions for us.
God want us to be in a direct relationship to God

And wants earth to be a place where there is justice,

And people respect, trust, and care for each other.

In one sense, the Ten Commandments

Describe God’s Kingdom,

The Kingdom of Heaven.  

Another purpose of God’s gift in the Ten Commandments

Is to help us realize how far from the ideal

We and our society are.

The Ten Commandments force us realize

That when we pray

Your kingdom come,

We are unable to bring God’s Kingdom here on earth
Under our own steam.

There is an old story about two friends:

A Lutheran pastor and a rabbi,

Who meet for lunch.

After they have finished eating
And enjoying other’s company,

They begin to say their good-bys.

The rabbi says in parting:
“Keep the commandments.”

And the Lutheran pastor responds:

“Keep the faith!”

As Christians, when you confront your own failings
Highlighted by God’s expectations for you in the Ten Commandments,

You are humbled enough to realize

That you desperately need God’s gift for you 
In the Gospel of Jesus Christ.

Rather than just being an archaic moral code,

The Ten Commandment are God’s gift to you,

Designating you as one of God’s people,

And telling you about God’s vision for you in the world.

When God holds The Ten Commandments up to you

As a mirror for your life,

You are driven to ask for the help,

That can be found only in Jesus Christ.

God’s covenant to us in the gift of the Ten Commandments
Engraved on those proverbial Tablets of Stone,

Drives us to the gift
Engraved on these tablets of stone,
The cross of Christ.

St. Paul writes in the Letter to the Corinthians

The message about the cross

Is foolishness to those who are perishing,

But to us who are being saved,

It is the power of God.

In Lent, we reflect both on Jesus’ suffering for us on the cross

And on our own failings, sinfulness and weaknesses.

In Lent, we realize that this knowledge of our own wrongdoing

And the sight of Christ on the cross

Would debilitate us,

If we did not have the promise of Jesus’ rising from the grave,

And the hope that this means for us.

God marks you as one of  God’s people with the gift of the Ten Commandments.

With these commandments God gives you a vision of the Kingdom of Heaven.

And then when you are down and discouraged by how far you live from this vision,

God reminds you of the other mark that makes you God’s own.
The sign of the cross on your forehead, made in baptism.

We don’t live in a world of “No Rules”.

Rather, in our world, God rules!

With God’s rule, Christ crucified,
Means God saves those who believe.

In the mirror of the Ten Commandments

You see how weak and foolish you are.

In the cross, you see that the power and wisdom of God,

Overcome your weaknesses and your foolishness.  

Amen
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