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Sermon text: Remember the long way that the Lord God has led you these forty years in the wilderness, in order to humble you, testing you to know what was in your heart, whether or not you would keep his commandments. Deut. 8:2

This is a troubled day to give thanks. Yesterday a vicious attack in Mumbai. These past months a continuing crisis in the global economy. A growing recession is beginning to be felt at all levels, in every home. But giving thanks even in the midst of trouble is our business as people of faith. It is all through our sacred scriptures; I could quote any number of psalms. “Rejoice always,” wrote St Paul; he was writing from prison. It is also part of our national heritage. After all the first Thanksgiving of the Pilgrims was offered in the harvest season after a first year in which half of the original settlers had died. Abraham Lincoln called for a national day of Thanksgiving in the midst of Civil War—and Franklin Delano Roosevelt formalized the observance during World War II. We are used to give thanks even in dark and stormy times. And soon we may even be able to follow Lincoln’s precedent and call for a national day of repentance and prayer as well—and have our leaders in finance and automotive industries lead the petitions—unless that is what we have witnessed already in the Senate hearings.

The title of my sermon, “Remember the Long Way,” is taken from a passage in Moses’ final speech to the Israelites before his death and their entry into the Promised Land of Canaan after forty years of wandering in the desert of Sinai. “Remember the long way that the Lord God has led you these forty years in the wilderness, in order to humble you, testing you to know what was in your heart, whether or not you would keep his commandments” (Deut. 8:2). 

Was Moses speaking only to the people who accompanied him on the long way through the desert? No, he is talking also to us. We are being tested as a people of faith even today.

If we ever thought that our road in this life was going to be smooth, we no longer think so. And how we handle it will reveal what is in our hearts, the kind of people we are.

But this is the truth, isn’t it, the way it has always been, and the way it will be, this side of the second coming. Life is hard. And yet we are called to thank God. We are called to be a people of faith, abiding, enduring, trusting. We are called to be a people of hope, a light in a dark world. We are called to be a people of love, to strive for justice and peace. And we are being tested—are these commandments to have faith, hope, love—truly in our hearts and expressed in our lives?

Hard times, times wandering through the desert, no map, hungry and thirsty people, dangerous enemies: this is what the Israelites faced. This is what refugees around the world face even now. Well, where is the map to the promised land today? I haven’t seen it. Those who were sure they knew the way last year are a lot less sure today. We are being tested. America is the leader of the free world—or se we like to say—but the world is skeptical of our leadership, to say the least, after the last eight years. And in any case the truth is, no one country, no political or economic system is going to get us there. Life will continue to be hard; new challenges and crises will emerge even as we get past our current one. We are entering what one futurist think tank (Institute for the Future in Palo Alta, California) calls the VUCA world, a world of volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity. We will need foresight, insight and effective action to find our way. We will need faith. 

Like ancient Israel, we look to our national history for guidance, a history fortunately less afflicted with subjugation and disaster than theirs. We are blessed—Abraham Lincoln once called Americans “an almost chosen people.” Our national traits are can-do pragmatism, and a set of foundational moral ideals (liberty, equality, justice) we still believe in and aspire to—and these are good traits. But more important than these is that we are in good measure a people of faith. Who sails in a glorified barrel in virtually unknown waters to a completely unknown land, unless by faith? Who dares rise up against the tyranny of empire and risks honor, life and family, without faith? Who pushes into frontiers and settles a continent without faith? Who can endure a civil war, cycles of boom and bust, depression, world war, the cloud of nuclear threat, the chaos and pace of change of globalization, and now a contest against terrorist extremists for the future of civilization, without faith? What, after all, endures past the crazy fads, the market bubbles, the crime waves, the cycles of creative destruction that capitalism insists upon? What endures are the abiding truths, the foundational ideals. What lessons are learned? Lessons of thrift—necessary for us though stringent; lessons of compassion—now more than ever we need to care for the poor the hungry the unemployed, the despondent; lessons of pragmatism and ingenuity—when has the genius of this people failed to rise to the occasion when hard put to it; lessons of moral integrity, courage, fortitude and humble faith. Thank God for our inheritance of faith. Can I hear an amen?

We are people of hope. Pope Benedict, I think it is, said recently that faith overflowing spills into hope.  And it was St Paul—this I know—who said that hope, founded on the assurance of God’s faithfulness and love, allows us to endure, and endurance creates character, and character, in a wonderfully virtuous cycle, strengthens hope. We will get through this. 

As the Psalmist sang: “Awesome things you will show us in your righteousness, O God of our salvation, O Hope of all the ends of the earth and of the seas that are far away” (Ps 65:5).

And we will help others along the way. For we are people of love and compassion. We should never think of getting through trouble alone, or as self-contained family units—nor benefit alone. We are connected, not only to this church and this community but to all of our sisters and brothers in the world, to all of creation. We are part of a web of life, an intricate interlocking system of resources of energy, creativity, challenge, competition that feeds back and reinforces or weakens the whole system. It is about how we care for each other that makes us stand up and be worthy of God’s love. Faith takes incarnate form in love. 

A friend whose business involves financing start ups in developing countries like Turkey and Russia told me that over there when the money dries up, the hard work begins to look fruitless—and there is no safety net. Payrolls aren’t met and who haven’t been paid go hungry. Those already hungry and poor in what the economist Paul Collier has called the bottom billion are even further down the list of the world’s priorities. And we don’t have to go that far. Another friend, an engineer by trade, has been spending time ministering to the homeless in Bridgeport. They sleep under the bridges under cardboard on top of scraps of Styrofoam. The cold winds bite and hunger gnaws. There is little day labor. The line at the food bank and community supper program lengthens. People need our help. A society is measured—as Jesus reminded us in the reading last Sunday—by its care for the least of these.

And that means love acting effectively. Not only in collecting groceries and serving meals but in helping advocate and pushing for systematic change. For reasserting that we are a people shaped by scripture and an ethic of faith, hope and love. After all, what does it say on every dollar bill: “In God we trust.”

Well do we? Now we are being tested. Our ideals in tension with narrow self interest. Our traits of can do pragmatism called into use; our virtues of thrift and compassion needed more than ever. Most of all we are called to faith and trust in God.

And it is in that spirit—a spirit which harkens back to our colonial and national ancestors, to our prophetic fathers and mothers of faith, to our deepest reservoirs of character and hope—that I say we first give you thanks, O great God and Father of all creation, thank you for our lives, for many uncounted blessings, for this fruitful land, for this generous people, for leaders with servants hearts, for people of character and faith. Thank you God, thank you, in the name of Jesus Christ our Lord and Savior, our only Mediator and Advocate, Amen.
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