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Exodus: 20:2-17

Number 3: You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in…..something….darn it! What was it? What was the rest of it? I started to get anxious. I knew 6 through 10 pretty well. They were the shall nots: murder, adultery, stealing, lying and coveting. I didn’t know what coveting was, but it was an easy commandment to remember because in the Revised Standard Version of the ten commandments you weren’t supposed to covet your neighbor’s ass. As a ten year old, I thought that was wildly funny. I could break into nonstop giggles just hearing it read. In addition, I thought it gave me free rein to use the word ass in all sorts of situations because “it was in the Bible.” However, my parents were quick to point out the distinction between referring to a donkey as an ass and my aunt Helen as one. One was in the Bible; one was inappropriate.
Number 5: Honor your father and your mother. That was easy to remember. I think it was the only one my parents could remember. Thus, I had heard that one over and over long before confirmation class. It had been drilled into my memory banks especially when I was acting out of line.
Why was I going through this exercise? It was because on this day I was to be confirmed. Along with a gaggle of other youngsters, I stood at the back of the church looking up the long aisle. Sitting on the chancel steps was the bishop in a flowing robe, a funny pointy hat and a shepherd’s crook in his hand which we were told was used to haul in unruly children.
Number 1----ah, numero uno: (if it is number one then it must be the most important) I am the Lord your God. You shall have no other gods before Me. Okay, got it. I wasn’t old enough yet to supplant God with money, security or nationalism.
The year was 1960. In order to be confirmed at Holy Nativity Episcopal Church in Massachusetts in 1960, one had to memorize the Apostle’s Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, Psalm 23 and the 10 commandments. Now, by this time in Sunday School I had come to the realization that the church didn’t make anyone repeat the previous grade no matter how bad you performed. “Wow! What a system,” I thought, “Why couldn’t real school be like that?” Since there was no down side, then why try? Thus, it was more fun depriving others in the class of their religious education than paying attention. Besides, when you misbehaved, you got sent to the rector’s office, which wasn’t so bad. Our rector was majorly into grace, and besides he had things to do during the Sunday School hour. So, you got to walk around with him to the various classrooms, eat a donut and help the janitor set up chairs. I like that! And besides, as far as I could tell, I hadn’t broken any of the 10 commandments! Ah, but confirmation was different. No study, no confirmation which was an embarrassment to the parents which meant it was indeed a violation of commandment number 5.
Now, what was that number 3 again? Oh, now I remember. It had to do with swearing specifically saying Jesus Christ as a swear word, which a lot of adults in my family did. “Jesus Christ, Bill, can you believe how hot it is out today?” Or simply “Jesus Christ!” used as an expletive in and of itself as when you drop the broccoli on the kitchen floor or bump your head on a door. “You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain for the Lord will NOT hold him guiltless who takes His name in vain.”
The girls fidgeted with the bows in their hair and their dresses while us guys kept tugging at our buttoned up shirt collars with fake neckties. As for me, I was going crazy with the itchiest woolen slacks which I hated, but I looked marvaaahhhvelous (or so my parents thought). Thus, it was hard to focus on the 10 Words. Words is the proper translation for the 10 phrases and not commandments. The first verse in chapter 20 of Exodus states, “And God spoke all these words” not commandments. But more on that later. At the moment, all of us kids were anxious because we had been told by our priest and our Sunday School teacher as we stood before the bishop ready to have him lay his hands on our heads and confirm us that he (the bishop) would first ask us a question. He might ask us to repeat the Apostle’s Creed (in my opinion unlikely because it was too long) or Psalm 23 (again too long) or the Lord’s Prayer (too easy) or repeat one of the 10 Words. Now that was a strong possibility! And, we were told, if we did not answer correctly, then the bishop would not confirm us. How embarrassing would that be? In front of family, friends, a church filled with people to not be confirmed because you couldn’t remember Number 8: You shall not steal! 

I approached the sitting holy man stiff legged because my pants were so darn itchy I tried to not let them touch my legs. I looked like I had polio. Perhaps he felt sympathetic towards me. Anyways, he asked me my name and then asked me my question---“What is the air speed velocity of a unladen swallow in flight?” I replied, “African or European?” No, that is a joke from Monty Python. But he did ask me, “What is your favorite sport!” I couldn’t believe it! How easy was that? He, then, confirmed my baptismal vows making me an adult member of the Episcopal Church, and likewise confirmed my faith that this Church---the Episcopal Church was, is and always will be the best! How cool was it to have a hip bishop who understood that which Jesus hounds the Pharisees and religious leaders of his day about-----it is not about memorizing the rules, laws and doctrines that matter, but seeing God in the midst of our everyday life that really matters. It simply doesn’t matter if you keep each and every commandment to the T if you do it only because you are supposed to. The Sabbath was made for humans; humans were not made for the Sabbath. And many of the religious leaders of Jesus time never did get this straight nor do many Christians today do either. And this is the point of the parable of the wicked tenants. Of course, it is an allegory. An allegory is a narrative, a story, symbolically used to communicate a deeper moral meaning. So, what the tenants did, and we also do today is to turn the 10 commandments and the entire Bible into rules. 
By the very use of the word commandments instead of words proves this. We put the cart before the horse so to speak. Paul perceives whatever righteousness he had under the commandments and laws as rubbish. His words not mine. Paul says, “I only want to know Christ.” He is talking about God in Jesus who loves us and accepts us in our unacceptableness through grace. We are forgiven; we are loved; we live by grace. Jesus thought that the Jewish leaders of the time missed this crucial bit of information about God----and apparently God agreed. We are to start here. We are to start with grace. You have heard me say this over and over ad nauseam. I still think it needs to be reiterated because I think deep down, that is not where most of us live. If it were, we would not be so hard on ourselves or afraid to be ourselves. So, the message of God’s loving grace needs to be reiterated. And so does the 10 commandments! What? I thought you just said that the 10 commandments were rubbish? 

No, they are not rubbish. What is rubbish is the belief that if you perform well and keep the commandments, then you will be loved. But foul up and you are on your own. It is not that blatant. It is not even that conscious, but still it is often how we act. How often is the message drilled into us: If you behave the way I want you to behave, I will tell you what a good person you are? It is conditional love. Conditional love says, “I will love you “if…….” If you make the honor roll, then your parents will put a bumper sticker proclaiming it to the world. If you get into a brand name college, then you are smart and respected. If you believe that Jesus Christ is Lord and Savior and have accepted him into your heart, then you will not get divorced, have obstreperous children, lose your employment or get cancer. Which means if any of these things happen to you, then you messed up and God is punishing you! 
What happens if we fail? Look at what Jesus says happens to the tenants of the vineyard that reject him! At Mount Sinai, God gave the chosen people two very valuable gifts---the law and a renewal of the promise----and ever since then we have been trying to figure out how the two fit together. Do we have to obey the law in order to earn the promise? That is how it sounds, but it does not really work that way. Moses himself was a murderer. Thus, who was he to carry a tablet that said, “Thou shalt not kill?”
Don’t you see? God has always been a God of grace. But grace is amorphous, and it is often abused. When abused, it looks one way to one person and another way to the next with no real way to tell which is right. But God’s will does have a particular shape to it; it is not ‘anything goes.’ But God’s will is a way of life that God thinks works best so that humanity can live in peace and fellowship. It is not a crack-your-knuckles-with-a-ruler method for those who happen to write left-handed. Which brings us back to the covenant with Moses. “Here,” says God, “here are ten rules for a way of life that works best.”

I like what Barbara Brown Taylor says about this. She says, “I know many think that the Old Testament God is a God of harsh judgment who suddenly melts into a God of pure grace on page one of Matthew’s gospel. Grace has been there all along. The 10 commandments are a natural extension of God’s love. They are a careful description of a way of life that will protect people so that they may live to enjoy the promise of God’s love and grace. Obedience to the law does not earn them the promise. The promise of love has already been granted to them, unconditionally and forever. Obedience to the law is the sign that they believe the promise.”  In other words, once we recognize that we are loved unconditionally by God then we ask God how we should live out this wonderful gift in life. After grace, what comes next? The 10 commandments. The 10 commandments, thus, aren’t rules to win favor but a lifestyle to follow by those who see the gift of grace and want to walk in unison with God. This is so different from what I thought they were when I first memorized them. I saw them as barriers to enjoying life as opposed to gifts of grace. I always saw God as pulling for pain and me pulling for pleasure. That may be appropriate when one is in the 5th grade but immature for an adult. It is sort of like giggling when hearing the word ass read in the 10th commandment. It is appropriate for a 10 year old but not for a mature adult.
This morning our Old Testament reading is the 10 commandments or Words or as George Carlin, the comedian, prefers to say----the 10 suggestions. Whatever you may refer to them as, everybody is familiar with but most likely not everyone could recite them. I thank God when I was ordained, the bishop standing this time (not sitting) on the chancel steps didn’t first ask me to recite the 10 commandments. Thank God I only had to answer preset questions that----along with the answers----are printed in the Book of Common Prayer. Thus, because we don’t know all of them, let me give you a quick run down in the vernacular which may be easier for us to remember. (These are from Barbara Brown Taylor’s book Gospel Medicine.)
#1: You shall have no other gods before me. In the first place because I am very jealous of your affections and in the second place because other gods cannot do anything for you. I am the one who brought you out of Egypt. I am the Lord your God, and you shall not give anyone else my place in your hearts.

#2: No more golden calves. You look silly bowing down to little statues that you yourselves have made, and besides, you don’t need them. You have me.

#3: Don’t throw my name around. A name is a very personal thing, and the fact that you know mine at all is a sign of our closeness. Do no abuse the privilege.

#4: Keep the Sabbath, not for my sake but for yours. One day a week, stop working and remember that you are more than what you do.

#5: Honor your father and mother. Whatever kind of job they did on you, they are still your roots. Lose them and you lose your place in the story.

#6: Don’t murder. However dubious it may seem to you, all life is precious to me, including yours. Until you can make it, don’t take it.

#7: Don’t mess around with marriage vows, your own or anyone else’s. Sticking with one person is the best chance you have got of growing up.

#8: Don’t’ take what doesn’t belong to you. Life may not be fair, but that doesn’t mean you can’t be.

#9: Don’t give your word on things you know aren’t true. Your word is a much a part of you as your arm or you leg. Twist it and you will limp. Why would you do that to yourself?

#10: Don’t fondle other people’s things in your mind as if they were your own. You’ll not only resent them for having things; you’ll soon resent yourself for not having them too. Learn to want what you have and pretty soon you will have what you want.
These are the ten words of the covenant with Moses, then commandments that describe a life worth living. All of them are limits of one kind or another----the lovingly drawn boundaries of a creator bent on reminding creatures of their size----but it is entirely possible to hear them not as conditions on the promise of grace but as part of the grace itself.
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