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Lesson: Exodus 32:7-14
Psalm:   51:1-11
Lesson: 1 Timothy 1:12-17
Gospel: Luke 15:1-10

Often it is possible to hear a sermon and wonder what the theme of the sermon was.  Today I will begin by saying that this is a sermon on the reckless extravagance of God’s love, because this is one of the basic themes of the Lessons we have read as part of our service today.  They tell us that God loves us simply because God loves us.  It is not because we have earned the love of God.  We are essentially speaking of the grace of God.  

On a given Sunday the Psalm for the day will summarize the theme for the day or emphasize one of the themes.  The Psalm today is used on Ash Wednesday and emphasizing the need to ask forgiveness of God and to recognize God’s loving concern for his people.  The Psalm is labeled as being in the context of the incident when the Prophet Nathan has confronted David with the seriousness of his affair with Bathsheba.  The Lesson for Exodus in the context of the incident of the Golden Calf with Israel.  The Lesson from 1 Timothy is one in which Paul emphasizes that he is aware of his sinfulness and unworthiness but is also aware of the grace of God.  The Gospel from Luke reminds us of God’s love for all people, particularly the lost.

Often when I am leading a Bible study in which we are reading passages from the Bible telling of wanderings of Moses and the people of Israel, someone invariably asks the question of how the people of Israel can be so blind to God when God’s works are all around them.  As the study continues it finally dawns on participants that we are just as blind to God’s works that are all around us.  

Father Jacob was called “Israel,” a word which is interpreted to mean “he who struggles with God.”  The word Israel describes the history of that people as a struggle with their God, and it is no accident that the Church is often called the New Israel, or the new people who struggle with God, since that is just what we do.  We say that we are the people of God, but then we want so desperately to do it our way rather than God’s way.  

Our lesson from Exodus tells of the story of the Golden Calf.  It is a story which is told with great humor.  Moses is on the holy mountain, Mount Sinai, receiving the Ten Commandments.  As he is doing this his people are in the process of breaking the first commandment that they are to have no other gods than the God of Israel.  Moses has been on the mountain for a long time, the proverbial forty days and forty nights of the Bible.  The people fear that he will never return so they convince his brother, Aaron, their priest to melt down their jewelry to make a golden calf, the fertility god of the Canaanite religion.  When this happens we have the interesting and somewhat humorous conversation between God and Moses which is reported in today’s Old Testament Lesson.  God tells Moses that he is to “Go down” because “your people, whom you brought out of the land of Egypt, have corrupted themselves.”  Moses in not about to accept them as his people and tells God that they are God’s people.  He calls them “your people, whom you brought out of the land of Egypt,”  God repents of the evil that God plans to do to the people of Israel and renews the commitment to them after Moses reminds God that it will be most embarrassing if God destroys the people God brought out of Egypt.

I suspect that God really planned to spare the people regardless of what Moses said since it is pointed out over and over again in scripture that the nature of God is to forgive and love his people.  

The passage stands as an example of the reckless extravagance of God’s love since he forgave the people not because they earned forgiveness but because God is forgiving by nature.  

The lesson from Exodus speaks of God and Moses as having a family fight.  Neither wanted to claim the people of Israel.  I am reminded of one exasperated mother from another parish who was speaking to me about her two teenage sons and told me that she was convinced that they were left on her doorstep by extraterrestrials since they seemed to have none of the fine points of either parents.  Then there were the two parents who were fighting about their son.  The mother said to the father something about “Your son” and he shot back at her speaking of the “poor motherless child.”  

The good news of scripture is that family fight or no family fight God loves us and wants us to be God’s people. 

The Gospel lesson for today tells of a time when Jesus got in trouble for hanging around with the wrong sort of people.  The scribes and Pharisees who tried desperately to follow the law and remain pure to serve God noticed that Jesus was associating with tax collectors and sinners.  So they criticized him.  He responded by telling three parables.  Only two of them are reported in today’s Gospel lesson. 
 
The first lesson is about the lost sheep.  The story is told of a shepherd who has one hundred sheep and has lost one.  He has a real anxiety attack and leaves the ninety-nine in order to go out and search for the lost sheep.  When he finds it he bears it back on his shoulder and throws a party.  Jesus tells us that God is like that.  The shepherd is reckless in his concern for the sheep.  He leaves the ninety-nine in his anxiety for the lost sheep and when he finds it he lovingly bears it home on his shoulders.  This is a beautiful image of a God who is recklessly extravagant in his love.  The sheep did not repent or return, yet there was a great rejoicing, and we are assured that the rejoicing in heaven will be great when one sinner returns.  
The second parable of the lost coin tells us of a woman who loses one of ten coins, perhaps one of the drachmas which make up her dower headdress.  She tears the house apart searching for the coin, and when she finds it she throws a party and apparently spends many times the worth of the coin on her party.  Again we are told that God is like that woman and there is great joy in heaven over one who repents.  Notice the coin did not return by itself.  It was sought out by the woman.  God is like that in God’s extravagant love.

The third parable which is not included in today’s lesson is the parable of the lost son, or as most of us know it, the parable of the Prodigal Son.  God is depicted as a father who gives the inheritance to a son who demands it.  The son blows his inheritance on riotous living.  When he at last crawls home the father eagerly rushes out to greet him and restores him as his son.  Again there is a great party.  

All three parables speak of the reckless extravagance of God’s love.  In all three parables God is depicted as the one who acts and lovingly receives back the lost sheep, coin and son. God is like that.  

I am sure many of you have seen the epic movie The Ten Commandments.  Charlton Heston played Moses in this movie, and I am sure that there have been several generations of Americans who have grown up thinking that Moses looked like Charlton Heston.  I once heard an interview with Charlton Heston in which he spoke of the scene which depicted the lesson we read from Exodus today.  Moses is on the mountain receiving the Ten Commandments when he learns that things are terribly wrong at the foot of the mountain.  He goes from the mountain and finds an orgy in process.  Charlton Heston said that at this point in the movie he raised the Ten Commandments over his head ready to cast them on the ground and break them in his anger.  As he did the director of the movie, Cecil B DeMill yelled, “Cut!”  because it was time for lunch.  At this point Charlton Heston put the Ten Commandments under his arm and headed for the lunch wagon.  As he walked toward it he noticed a beautiful slave girl sitting on the ground where she had been when the orgy scene was cut.  He said that she looked up at him as he passed by and with a pout said, “Party pooper.”

There are many among us who see God as the divine party pooper.  We seem to believe that God wants to throw water on any fun we are having.  The witness from the Bible is just the opposite.  God is not the divine party pooper.  God is the divine life of the party.
  
I guess one of the most disappointing aspects of the whole thing is that most of us stray and never realize the need for repentance.  (Interpreter’s Bible, Vol. 8, p. 265) a farmer was bringing a cow down the lane when he was met by a city man.  The farmer said that he had a stray.  The city man asked how they got lost.  The farmer replied that they just nibbled themselves lost.  “They keep their heads down, wander from one green tuft to another, come to a hole in the fence–and never can find a hole by which to get back again.”  The city man couldn’t help but think that this was just like human beings.  We just nibble along at temptation, keep our heads down, and then we realize that we are lost only after we have gone too far.
The Old Testament Lesson for today and the parables depict God as one who forgives, one who diligently searches for the lost, one who is tender and loving and one who throws a great party to celebrate the return of the lost.  

Most of us have probably played the game “Hide and Seek.”  It is that game in which all hide and then the one who is “It” tries to find them before they can get home safely.  

There is a second game which is not quite as well known as hide and seek.  It is “Sardines.”  In sardines one person hides and the others seek that person.  As each person finds the hidden person they have to hide with them until at last all are hiding in the same place.  By the end of the game you can easily find the hiding place by listening for the giggles.

Often people speak to me of believing that God has a divine game of hide and seek going on in which God hides and we try to find God.  The witness of scripture would seem to be that God is not playing hide and seek but sardines and that the way to find God is simply to listen for the giggles of those who have found God.    
Amen.
  

 

     


