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Sisters and brothers in Christ, I have a confession.  I love rules.  I talk a big game, with my eleven earrings and constant threats of rebellion against the long-suffering Reverend Aune, but it’s just for show.  I’m all about rules.  I’ve always been something of a perfectionist, so rules suit me well.  If I know the rules and follow them to the letter, I can be better than anyone else.  I confess that I have thrived off of being a rule-following, holier-than-thou, goody-two-shoes establishment girl.  Yes, I come to you this morning confessing my adherence to rules.  


But, you might be wondering, why would I need to confess that I love rules so much?  What could possibly be the harm in being an exacting rule-follower, especially if they’re rules that God has given us to order and perfect our lives?  Well, the problem’s not in following the rules – the problem is in why and how we follow them.  For instance, in my case, by making the rules into something that makes me better than everyone else, I’m breaking the first commandment – I’m making the rules into my god.  For that matter, I’m also breaking the eighth commandment, because I’m bearing false witness against my neighbor by assuming I’m the better rule-follower.  By following the rules, I’m actually breaking the rules.


And this is exactly why I need to be reminded of what the rules are for and why we have them in the first place.  Let’s look at the reading for today.  In this passage, Moses is speaking to the Israelites gathered before him, poised to finally enter the land God promised to Abraham and Sarah generations before.  Forty years ago, God freed them from slavery in Egypt.  We heard last week about how they cried out to God, dared to challenge authority to serve God and others, and looked to the leadership of Moses to be freed from tyranny.  After they were indeed released, with God dramatically defending them at every turn, the Israelites whined and moaned about everything possible.  

Hoping to get a little structure for his whiny people, Moses went to talk with God and get some guidelines for the new life they’d lead outside of Egypt.  When Moses was gone for 40 days, the people panicked.  They figured Moses had abandoned them, and God along with him.  They built a calf out of gold and worshipped it, claiming that it was this god that brought them out of Egypt.  They completely forgot everything God had done for them, and settled for worshipping a made-up cow god.
God is understandably ticked.  God punishes his children by putting them on time out – he tells them that they will wander in the wilderness for forty years, so that those who disobeyed will never live to see the promised land.  So the enter the wilderness, wandering for 40 years, dependent on God’s providence.  That brings us to today’s reading.  God’s people are poised on the boundary of the land promised to them for generations, finally about to have a home and security after generations of slavery, wandering, and want.

So, before they get this chance to start over, Moses sits them down for a review.  Most of the book of Deuteronomy is Moses giving basically a really long sermon on God’s rules: what they are, how they are to be lived, and what they’ll mean for life in this new land.  The first rules he reviews are what we read here, what we know today as the 10 Commandments.  And, like we know, they’re a great framework for life in community.  Don’t kill.  Don’t steal.  Respect your elders.  Don’t lie about others.  They make sense.  This is God’s covenant with God’s people, the agreement about how they will live. These rules also help people remember who God is, and not fall into the trap of their fathers – there is one God, whose name you will not take in vain, whose Sabbath you will honor.  These are good rules, orderly rules, life-giving rules.
But Moses says something that’s sort of curious: “Not with our ancestors did the Lord make this covenant, but with us, who are all of us here alive today.”  God made that original covenant 40 years ago – the people he made the covenant with originally are dead now.  And yet, Moses makes it a point to say that this covenant was not for their ancestors, but for them, at that moment.  The covenant is renewed each time it’s heard.  In other words, God hasn’t given up.  These rules are new and real for each generation, no matter what has happened in generations past.
Moses follows these rules with a poignant plea to keep these commands close to their hearts.  He tells them to recite them to their children, talk about them whether they’re at home or on the road, whether they’re waking up or going to sleep.  You should wrap these commandments around your arms, around your heads, around your doorposts, and around your gates.  You are always, always meant to be listening to, learning from, and living into these commandments.  These rules are for you, here and now, and are never meant to leave your sight.
That is why these rules are important to hear and learn and live with.  God doesn’t give these rules to the Israelites so that they can know they’re better than everyone else.  God gives them these rules so they can know who they are.  When they gather around these commandments, talking about them and teaching them to each other, they engage in discussion of God’s will for their lives.  They remain distinct, set apart, focused on God and God’s desire for their lives as individuals and as a people.  They promote life – life in community, life centered in God, life that is holy and whole.  And these rules weren’t for their ancestors, but for all of us alive today.  The same is true for us.
This brings me back to my initial problem, my rule-loving confession.  Perhaps I’m not alone in this particular problem.  It’s a problem because we can easily make rules into weapons, something we wield when we want to be righteous and perfect, something we do better than others.  But that’s not what these commandments are for.  What are these rules for?  We hear, right there in the reading for today: “The Lord is our God, the Lord alone. You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might.”  Not rules, not power, not ourselves, but God.  These rules are meant to help us love God in our thoughts, words, and actions.

So, we are called to engage with these rules, to talk about them, to teach them, to discuss them, not to hoard them for ourselves like points to be redeemed.  We are called to listen: listen to what God is calling us to do as we live together in community.  We are to listen to each other, helping understand how these rules speak differently to each other.  We are called to learn: to understand these rules deeply, constantly engaging with them.  We’re meant to teach them to each other, especially to our young people, so everyone has the chance to learn and grow in God’s will.  And we are called to live: to live out God’s rules as God’s people, so our lives can be healthy, focused on God, respectful of others, and lived with true integrity.

It’s not about loving rules.  It’s about loving God.  It’s not about telling people that they’re wrong, but about telling people about God.  It’s not about being the holiest person in the room, it’s about engaging others with the holiness of God’s presence.  It’s not about knowing all the answers, but about asking questions and being willing to be challenged.  This is why God gives us these commandments to listen to, to learn about, and to live in.  For the gift of God’s commandments, which order our lives and help us to live centered in God alone, thanks be to God.
