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The Spirit and the Letter

	A few weeks back I began a sermon by referencing the many people I’ve met over the years who don’t want anything to do with Christianity – or any religion – because they don’t want to have any added accountabilities in their lives.  They have enough obligations to live by already, so no thanks.  I thought of this again this week since one of our appointed texts for the day is, as you’ve heard, the Ten Commandments.  We might say that the Jewish religion, and Christianity which sprang from it, have as a founding text a list indeed of obligations, restrictions, accountabilities.  If the United States has a Declaration of Independence as a founding document, these carved-in-stone-tablet laws of the Ten Commandments are the founding document of the Israelites, a Declaration of Liberation.  Wait – of liberation?  More like bondage, some would say.  Laws!  But it is a Declaration of Liberation indeed – liberation from the slavery of Egypt, a covenant with none other than God Almighty, the people as a treasure to that God, a priestly kingdom, “a new nation conceived in liberty,” we might say.  ALL God’s laws are meant to lead to freedom, to BE freedom themselves, to free people to be in right relationship with God and all others in the community, to free people to live into their best selves.  The Ten Commandments are to be seen as a privilege to honor and yes, to obey.  The law forms the people into a new community.  This all comes to the people not because of their worthiness but because God loves them.  We call that grace.
	The commandments are about family, faith, and community.  They are fascinating in their details, both to the ancient Israelites, and also to us:  the prohibition on stealing includes kidnapping people and selling them into slavery.  That happened to Black Americans until 1865, and arguably happens today when children and adults are trafficked.  The prohibition on taking God’s name in vain wasn’t about cursing or foul language so much as dishonesty: using God’s name in a (false) accusation, or to make an oath that we then break.  We say, “As God is my witness….”  This prohibition is about using God’s name and reputation to cause harm to others, because harm is the opposite of the very nature of God!  The prohibition on false witness is about lying generally, but particularly about using the legal system to harm innocents.  The word “sabbath” means “stop,” as in stop work.  The work stoppage is to help us resist our compulsions to accomplishment, striving, busyness, material enrichment.  It is a reminder of the people’s liberation from Pharoah and his overseers, who did not let them stop work.  It is NOT meant to stop joyful pursuits or meaning or renewal or healing on the holy day, but rather formal toil.  And regarding the ban on images of God – we today might thus problematize the ones we’ve made of Jesus!  He is usually portrayed as European, but scholars say that he most likely looked like today’s Syrian Jews, and descriptions of him from ancient sources say that he was short for his time (around 5 feet tall, when the average man was 5 feet 4 inches), that he had a unibrow, and a hump on his back.  Nothing about Jesus’ appearance is mentioned in the Bible … because nothing about his appearance was different from his contemporaries.  In the Book of Deuteronomy we read that a later body of law provided more detail and instruction on the Ten Commandments.  Today, the most observant Jews recognize 613.
	  When, as this morning, a reading of the Ten Commandments is paired with a text like our one from Philippians, we need to be careful about supercessionism, about any suggestion that Christianity makes any aspect of Judaism irrelevant or wrong.  It does not, including in Paul’s reflections here on the law.  The situation in Philippi is important to note – Paul is addressing the pressing question at the time of whether Gentile converts to the community of followers of the Way (which is how the first Jesus-believers described themselves) needed to practice Judaism in all its forms, including circumcision, in order to join the community.  Christianity didn’t evolve into a separate religion from Judaism until about 40-50 years later.  Paul gets his own religious bona fides out there – he reminds readers that he has checked every box in terms of adherence to Jewish law and pedigree, and no, membership in the community isn’t about outward signs and symbols but inward belief.  The body (sarx in Greek) is not what matters, it is the spirit (pneuma in Greek).  To circumcise Gentiles now would mean failing to recognize the new thing that God has done.  There’s no new religion here, just new commentary on how to be in right relationship with God.  Paul is saying that the time of making distinctions between people is over, dividing lines are over, a new age of grace, openness, courage, mercy, and reconciliation has begun.  
The way that I think of the overarching situation is that Paul, and Christ whom he worships, distinguish between the letter and the spirit of the law.  All the laws of Judaism are good; the problem is human nature.  We can boast about maintaining the letter while we absolutely defy the spirit.  Strict observers of the Ten Commandments enslaved people here in the US, for example.  We continually find ways to check boxes yet fail to live out of love, compassion, justice, fairness, faith.  Human beings have always been this way.  Jesus and Paul are teaching people to live out the spirit as well as the letter of the law.
In three of the gospels we read the story of a man who approaches Jesus and asks what he needs to do in order to inherit eternal life.  Jesus recites the commandments to him, and the man replies, “I have kept these since my youth.”  Jesus then tells him that he has one thing left to do – to sell all that he has and give the money to the poor, then he must come and follow him.  The man is shocked and walks away grieving, for he has many possessions.  Jesus has seen that this good, good person has kept the letter of every law, but he still lives to himself.  He does not see others, or their need, only his own righteousness.  The text says that Jesus loved him – he saw his goodness, but also the boundaries on his compassion, and his tetheredness to his STUFF.  The man excelled at the letter of the law but not its spirit.
Elsewhere in the gospels, Jesus offends the official law-keepers by healing on the sabbath, something they considered to be work.  Jesus says that this is just what the sabbath is for.  What could be a holier project on the holy day than making someone whole, on blessing them?  This IS the spirit of the law that forbids busy work in order for restoration.  Repeatedly Jesus teaches about doing things differently, about not sewing old cloth patches onto new fabric, about not pouring new wine into old wineskins, about plucking heads of grain even on the sabbath (the work of harvesting) to be relieved from the scourge of hunger.  He knew that we all would wonder how to put together adding spirit to the letter, which even if it deepens the meaning of the law sometimes seems to challenge it, seems to take liberties.  But it’s actually the law’s true fulfillment.
Jesus knew that we can keep the Ten Commandments and any law to perfection and not change how things are.  Sometimes things need changing in order to create the community God has been forming all along.  You can keep the letter of the law and still have human trafficking, hunger in a land of plenty, lack of medical care in a land of plenty.  Again, the problem isn’t the law, the problem is human nature.  
The salvation through resurrection to which Paul aspires requires, first, the letting go of status in the eyes of the culture around us, because who we are and what we strive for is nothing unless grounded in love – we are a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal.  Second, our salvation depends on our obedience to the values and ethos of God’s kin-dom – that includes every commandment, and is summed up in love.  And third, our salvation depends upon our willingness to keep up that love even in the face of death at the hands of the unjust:  love for all others, love for enemies, love for the denigrated and the outcast.  Elsewhere Paul writes to the Philippians, “And this is my prayer, that your love may overflow more and more …” (1:9)
That is certainly Paul’s prayer for us as well, and may it become true – that our love may overflow more and more, that we may observe God’s laws in both letter and spirit.  Amen!
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