2nd October 2011
The Law and the Land
Readings:
Joshua 1:1-9
1 After the death of Moses the servant of the LORD, the LORD said to Joshua son of Nun, Moses' assistant:
    2 Moses my servant is dead. Now then, you and all these people, get ready to cross the Jordan River into the land I am about to give to them— to the Israelites.
    3 I will give you every place where you set your foot, as I promised Moses.
    4 Your territory will extend from the desert to Lebanon, and from the great river, the Euphrates— all the Hittite country— to the Great Sea on the west.
    5 No-one will be able to stand up against you all the days of your life. As I was with Moses, so I will be with you; I will never leave you nor forsake you.
    6 Be strong and courageous, because you will lead these people to inherit the land I swore to their forefathers to give them.
    7 Be strong and very courageous. Be careful to obey all the law my servant Moses gave you; do not turn from it to the right or to the left, that you may be successful wherever you go.
    8 Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it. Then you will be prosperous and successful.
    9 Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged, for the LORD your God will be with you wherever you go.
Matthew 6:19-34
 19 Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal.
    20 But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal.
    21 For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.
    22 The eye is the lamp of the body. If your eyes are good, your whole body will be full of light.
    23 But if your eyes are bad, your whole body will be full of darkness. If then the light within you is darkness, how great is that darkness!
    24 No-one can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money.
 25 Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more important than food, and the body more important than clothes?
    26 Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they?
    27 Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life?
    28 And why do you worry about clothes? See how the lilies of the field grow. They do not labour or spin.
    29 Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendour was dressed like one of these.
    30 If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith?
    31 So do not worry, saying, 'What shall we eat?' or 'What shall we drink?' or 'What shall we wear?'
    32 For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them.
    33 But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.
    34 Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own.
Sermon
E100 - The Law and the Land        Joshua 1:1-9,  Matthew 6:24-34 
A young second lieutenant at Sandhurst discovered that he had no change when he was about to buy a can of Coke from a drinks machine.  He stopped a passing private and asked him, 'Do you have change for a fiver?'  The private said cheerfully, 'I think so. Let me just see.' The young officer drew himself up stiffly and said, 'Soldier, that's no way to address an officer - I think we'd better start that conversation again.  Do you have change for a five pound note?' The private came to attention, saluted smartly, and said, 'No, sir!' 
After the initial encounter between the two soldiers, one of them, if not both, wanted to go back to the start in order to have another go - there was certainly a recognition on the officer's part that they'd got to a bad place in their conversation because they hadn't started well. 
Starting points are really important because they usually set the tone and direction for any venture we undertake.  Every one of us here has, at some point, wished we could start again, try things differently - use slightly different words, say something in a different way, be more patient, not lose our temper, buy the pale blue one instead of the bright pink one.  If we don't start well, travelling well is possible, but much harder. 
Much of what we celebrate at this harvest festival is down to things that were done last year, which seeds were sown where and under what circumstances - how it all started, and if it didn't start well, we might worry about what sort of harvest would come. 
Those of you following the 'essential one hundred' readings from the Bible will be looking at the end of Moses' life and the start of Joshua's leadership, and there are elements there of new beginnings - the law being given, the ten commandments, the first steps into the promised land (at last), the end of a journey that started back in Egypt forty years earlier. 
But it's not easy to know what to make of these new laws and this promised land - which until now had been someone else's home.  The ten commandments are a very well known list of laws (though I remember testing you all one Sunday a few years ago and you only managed nine of them - but don't try now), and I hope all of us here would go along with what they say, but from them sprung a huge list of rules and regulations that seem petty and ridiculous to us today.  And, in the light of how much we try to help refugees, what are we to make of the call to make homeless the Canaanites, Hittites, Amorites, Perizzites, Hivites and Jebusites?  Is this really the revelation of a God of love? 
So I want to talk a bit about how we start using a set of rules, and suggest that if we start badly, that's when we get into a muddle with one another and with God. 
There's been quite a lot in the press recently, locally and nationally, about the residents of Dale Farm in Essex.  One of the phrases used, at times by both sides of the fight, is, 'Those are the rules.'  Having that view of the rules as your starting point is quite an Old Testament one - you look at what the words say quite literally, and you apply them to the letter.  If you do that, all will be well; if you don't, you've had it. 
But there have been others in the Dale Farm debate who admit that the letter of the law says one thing, but...  And they go on to quote other laws, cite other precedents, and call on different sets of rules such as human rights.  The argument is that if the letter of the law doesn't allow us to do what is right, then we shouldn't follow it, we should tweak things a bit. 
I don't have anything like enough understanding of what's going on at Dale Farm to know what should happen, but the different starting points in the way people regard a set of rules have led to very different positions being taken - and we face the same dilemma as Christians, as people who believe that 'this' (the Bible) is the word of the Lord. 
In the issues of faith that divide the church today, we might get on better and reach agreement more easily, if we started from the same point when we look at lists such as the ten commandments and all that followed them.  What are the rules? 
There's a way of using the word 'rule' that's a bit different from the Old Testament Jewish understanding and one that might help us follow God's way more closely and more honestly, a way that makes more sense of what we're reading about at the moment in the E100 readings. 
From the fourth century, the monastic movement took root in Europe - St Basil being one of the first to set up such a community.  All monastic communities have a 'rule of life', so there's the Rule of St Basil, the Rule of St Benedict, the Rule of St Francis and so on.  These 'rules of life' are about ways of living more than a list of hard and fast do's and don'ts - they help the community define who they are and what they're about, they encourage discipline and so on.  For example, St Benedict was fed up with Christians who church hopped, who moved on as soon as they got bored or fed up, never looking to overcome differences and other hardships - so he introduced a vow of stability.  So Benedictines promise to hang in there, even when things get tough - that's part of their rule of life.  But it's not for everyone, and nobody was stoned to death for breaking the rules, they weren't meant like that. 
When God gave Moses a set of laws for the Israelite people, they weren't meant to be treated as a way of deciding who got to heaven and who burnt in hell.  What God wanted was a group of people who followed a 'rule of life' that defined who they were, that held them together as God's people.  God told Joshua to use the rule book, but also (and much more importantly) to remember that God was always with them.  A few centuries later St Peter wrote (1 Peter 2:9), "You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God." 
These are rules to say, 'Here we are, we're God's people; we want to do things God's way, and that means doing some things differently, it means being distinctive, salt, yeast, light.'  These aren't rules to say, 'If you do this you'll be excommunicated, and if you do that you deserve to die.'  The rules and promises aren't hard and fast, literal dictates; they're about intention and sympathy; they're not the aim of all we do, just the starting point. 
So St Benedict had rules for stability.  When you become a Canon of the Cathedral in Bury you get a little 'rule of life' for the canons - a simple daily act of prayer.  In the school here, every years starts with an explanation of the banner they have in the hall depicting the lost sheep, the good Samaritan, Zacchaeus, and the prodigal son - the rule of life for Bures school is love, care, share and forgive. 
Jesus said, 'If you want a literal interpretation of number six, 'Do not murder,' I'll give it to you, 'Don't even get angry with people or you'll burn in hell.'  If that's where we really start from, the Christian journey is impossible.  But Jesus said (Matt 11:28-12:1), "Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light."  So, 'Do not murder,' and be kind and gentle, slow to anger and quick to forgive - it's a rule for life, not death.  And the promise is for life, not for death - 'Trust me and you will find rest after this journey through the desert and you will find a home for all eternity.' 
But whilst this is just the starting point, we badly need that starting point. 
There's a growing sense today that we can choose who to be, and nobody can force us into anything.  There's plenty of good in that, but the downside is that people are left rootless, they have no starting point.  If you set anyone down in the middle of the ocean at night and tell them to get home, they won't have a clue which way to go and will probably just get more and more lost.  If you don't have a starting point, then you have to invent your own, and it probably won't be very good and it certainly won't be the same as anyone else's - and then there's no way of deciding what to do when you clash. 
Some of you have heard this story, and I wish I knew where it came from, but as far as I'm aware, it is true.  A Polar explorer left his hut to go and read the various measurements he was collecting with some equipment he'd set up just twenty or thirty yards away.  It was very windy with a foul blizzard blowing, and when he turned to come back home he found that his tracks had been covered and he couldn't even see the hut.  But he was a clever man and so rather than guess, he stuck his ice axe into the snow, tied his rope to it and then walked in circles, letting out more and more rope each time around until he found the hut.
I think he understood the law and had a great rule of life.  If you stick too closely to an Old Testament Jewish understanding, you'll sit right on top of the axe and never budge - which will make it hard for you to get home.  But if you leave the axe without tying yourself to it, you might head off in completely the wrong direction and get hopelessly lost.  Instead, we need to use the axe as our starting point, never becoming disconnected from it, but letting out enough rope to enable us to make sense of the world around us. 
The Old Testament has some hard bits in it, and I don't know how to react to all of it, but when it comes to difficult rules, think more in terms of how God wants us to live rather than think in minute detail about what God wants us to do. 
If you have time at the end of this section of readings, jot down some ideas for a rule of life for yourself.  Who are you, how do you want to live, what does God's calling to you mean? 
And if you ever find yourself really lost and confused - there's some really good news from Joshua, "Be strong and courageous. Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged, for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go."  And with God, you can always start again.
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