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In this season of the Church year the clergy will be preaching about how we as Christians find our place
today in the ongoing narrative of God’srelationship to God’s people. Unfortunately, as much as most of
uslove stories, welive, in many ways, in avery a-historical age, indifferent to the history out of which we
have come and deeply resistant to waiting any length of timefor the ending of the story. For many of us,
history isirrelevant and worthless. Asa culturewe arevery much short-range thinkers, tending to think
in and for the present moment. We are often not that different from teenager swho find it difficult to
think beyond the moment about the long-term consequences of their acts such as having unprotected sex,
or smoking, drinking, or driving asif they areinvulnerableto thelong-term effects of what they are
doing. Asadultswe're supposed to provide our children with the wisdom acquired from our experience
of long-range thinking. But we too often succumb to the allure of the great American dream that we can
always begin over again at any time: we can undo the past, shuck off without remor se the bad decisions
we have made and become Adam and Evein the garden again beforethefall. We can livefor the
moment without regard for consequences, and assume that the past has nothing to teach us.

Our patriot ancestors did thiswhen they shook off their European tiesin thelate 18th century to createa
new nation, as our New England forebear s did when they abandoned their farms and villagesto head
west to make their fortunes, and as we do when we leave behind commitments and relationships that we
now consider to be obstaclesto our God-given individualistic freedom to do whatever we think will make
us happy now. But as attractive asthis dream of unlimited freedom might be, it is profoundly non-
contextual and a-historical. It assumesthat we can stand outside of history, outside of communal
relationships, and outside of the legacy of the struggles of those who preceded usfor a better, more
fulfilling life. It would be like ignoring the often brutal history of the strugglefor civil rightsthat has
recently madeit possible for thefirst African-American to be the nominee for president of a major
political party. But if wetake our placein the narrative of God’s engagement with us seriously and
responsibly, we cannot live a-historically. God hasintentionsfor God’s human creation, and those
intentions have been proclaimed and enacted over the course of thelong history of God’s relationships
with hispeople. Yes, we are always freeto decide whether to align our selves with God’ s intentions, and
freeto figure out how God’sintentions apply to our particular situation now, but once we decideto find
our placein the narrative of God’swork in history, then we enter into a committed relationship and that
relationship has conditions, and cannot be broken without cost. | would suggest that at the heart of those
conditionsisthe necessity of thinking long-term, thinking about what God has been up to over the
centuries, what God intends for the future, and how our livestoday can contributeto and take meaning
from the divineintention.

Thischallengeis similar to the one which the enslaved Hebrew people faced in Egypt. God passed over
them when he visited the plagues upon Egypt. But asbeneficiaries of the Passover, the people first



needed to preparethemselves, asthereading from Exodus makes clear. They needed to think ahead to
what God was going to do. Long-term planning was necessary if they wereto participatein these divine
actions. Lambshad to be collected, door s had to be mar ked, and food had to be car efully prepared. And
when it was all over the day had to be remembered. Preparation, action, and remembrance arethe links
of the chain which bound God’s people and still bind usto the actions of God. Without the preparation
of the Covenant, which immediately followed the exodus from Egypt, without the work of the prophets
anticipating a messiah, the meaning of Jesus, who isour Passover Lamb, would have been completely
obscureto those who first encountered him. In fact, Jesus cannot be understood at all without placing
him in the historical context out of which heemerged. Jesuswasafirst century Jew. Hewasnot a 21st
century guru. Thejourney on which hecalled hisfirst disciples did not yield immediate gratification: in
the short run, it yielded regjection and martyrdom. Only if onewaswilling to go along for the wholeride,
no matter how long it took, would accepting the call of Jesus make sense.

L ong-range thinking, of course, isalways necessary at a practical level if we areto achieve our intentions
over thelong run. Examplesareobvious: planning for retirement, investing in the future, taking care of
our health, saving for the education of our children, saving the environment. But beguiled by theallure
of short-term thinking we invest our money and look only to quarterly reports before deciding to sell or
buy. Despite environmental war nings having been given for decades, until recently we continued to buy
gas-guzzling cars and now think only about how to get cheaper gas by drilling here and drilling there
rather than finding alter native modes of transportation, cutting back on our consumption, and looking to
new sour ces of energy. Werun up huge credit card debt without thinking about how we'll pay it off. We
indulgein bad eating practices and wonder why our medical bills skyrocket later in life asour bodies
eventually exact atoll from the accumulated habits of poor nutrition and lack of exercise. We sought the
lure of low down-payment mortgages (or even wor se participated in marketing them to people who
couldn’t afford them) and then are outraged when we can’t make the payments or our business collapses
for lack of foresight. What we have forgotten, or studiously ignored in all this, isthat we ar e creatures of
history and are shaped by it and in turn help to shapeit for others. If we areto beresponsible for our
placein history we need to break the stranglehold that the lure of immediate gratification has upon us.

But living in history means living within the contingencies and ambiguities of history. History does not
yield easy or simplistic resolutions to complex issues because we simply cannot control its outcomes no
matter how responsiblewetry to be. There are many people, unfortunately including some within our
own Church communion, who have decided that they cannot live with the contingency and ambiguity of
history. They believethat they can unlink themselves from the Church’s historical development and can
declare some things as absolute, pur e, uncontaminated by the messiness of the way we human beings
“do” history. It isassumed by many of these people that God hasinserted certain “pure’ truthsinto
history that have been unrefined, unmediated, uninterpreted, and uncontaminated by the human beings
to whom they wererevealed. |f something was once forbidden in the historical context of an ancient
Hebrew tribetrying to distinguish itself from its neighbors, such as certain forms of sexual relationships,
then, according to thisview, it must be forbidden now in aradically different historical context far
removed from thelife of tribal I1srael. If adoctrine found itsway into a creed in the 4th century, it is
assumed that it must not beinterpreted or understood in a new way for personsliving in the 21st
century. If the Church existed in a certain way in the 2nd century then it must exist in exactly the same
way in our time (except of cour se, when its economic practices, such asthe communal sharing of all
property, comeinto conflict with the economic practices of the free market. Then it’sokay, according to



the voices of purity, toignore historical practice). But theseradically a-historical understandings of our
Church’shistory and the evolution of itsthought and practice completely misunder stand that the
expression of our faith has developed, changed, altered, and grown in the matrices of historical life lived
out over many centuries and in many different contexts.

One of the most significant of those matricesisthat of the church as community asthe gospdl this
morning reminds: as a fellowship of personswho stand deeply immersed in thelives of those with whom
they sharethefruits of the Spirit. One of the great dangers of non-contextual, non-historical thinking is
the promotion of a belief that we can livein relationship to God independent of our relationshipsto others
and unconstrained by our responsibilitiesto them. But the Christian faith isa communal faith: it isbuilt
from the combined and mutually creative contributions of all those personswho are willing to live
together, to mutually discern God’swill for their time and place, to sharetheir experiences, to bear each
other’sburdens, and to spread their own joy and fulfillment to the growth of those with whom they arein
communion.

Now for some, the contingent conditions of history can befrightening. They threaten the security of
absolutetruths, and of not being rescued from history by them. But thereis, in fact, one absolute, and
oneonly, that can sustain and even enrich us as we livein the contextualities, ambiguities, and
contingencies of history. And that one absoluteislove. It soundstriteto say it, but Paul did say it in this
morning' sreading. All the commandmentswhich God gaveto the people of 1srael whom he had rescued
through the Passover and theliberation from Egypt were historically conditioned and vital for the
survival of the peoplein that time and place. But Paul rightly notesthat all those commandments can be
summed up in one phrase, “Loveyour neighbor asyourself.” Love. It’snot just aslogan: it means, in
God'’s economy for the long haul, the willingnessto trust God and through that trust to open ourselvesto
thetrust and love of others. Short-term thinkingisdriven by fear: fear that if wedon’t get it all and get
it now, we may never get it. Long-term thinkingiswilling to live without such fear becauseit knows that
the only alternativeto fear islove. Fear isthe unwillingnessto expose our vulnerabilities and ambiguities
to the safe-keeping of othersin community. And thisisprecisely what the narrative of God’s history tells
us. Wearebeing invited into God’s history by the One in whose hands the final outcome of history is
held safely and securely. If weareabletotrust our livesto God, knowing that God will not let usgo even
in the midst of uncertainty, doubt, ambiguity, and contingency, then we can love God with all our heart,
and soul, and mind. And in loving God and being loved by him, we are freed from the fear that leadsto
short-term thinking, and freed for loving others. With thelove of God we can take the risks of long-
range thinking, of preparing ourselves for thelong haul, of living in the ambiguities of history, of living
without the certainty of doctrinal or even ill-conceived and a-historical moral absolutes, and without the
compulsive obsessional need for instantaneous gratification. With the love of God we can open our selves
to thelove of othersand together go forward doing what we best discern is God’swill for usin this
particular timeand placein history.



