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Let us pray:  May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be acceptable in your sight, Oh Lord, our rock and our redeemer.  Amen. 

We had an extraordinary Harvest Moon this month, which was also a Supermoon and what we call a Hunter’s Moon.  I was at home when I got the usual group text with my family reminding each other to step outside to see it.  This time, because I live in the woods, I jumped into my car so that I could get past the trees and down to the water.  Sadly, for Emma who is now in Massachusetts again, she responded that there is so much ambient light, along with so many tall buildings, that she could barely see it.  If you have only lived in Maine, that may be hard to imagine.  There are so many attempts at filling the darkness that what is created is a kind of false brilliance in which nothing is clear.  

Having grown up in suburban NJ, it was only during summers in Maine that I would learn just how dark night can be.  A friend of my older brother’s, who was always the brave one, once came to visit, and when walking from a friend’s house—maybe a quarter mile down the dirt road—and my brother surprised him by turning off the flashlight.  Our friend Roger had never seen really deep darkness, and this rugged then-teen screamed for him to turn it back on.  Have you ever seen that kind of darkness, so dark that you would scream for a light?

Maybe the darker places are inside and around us.  Maybe the darkest places are  our fears; or our griefs; or are our sins.  “Thy word is a lamp unto my feet, a light on my path.”  Really, though, what does this mean?  How can we know God’s light penetrating our dark places?  When we come together for worship, and when we take time to read on our own, we learn God’s light in our lives best through the Bible, and here, we read the passages today that ask us to follow a set of rules, outlined in a covenantal relationship with God.  We are reminded that God really does have in mind for us a way of life that is good, and is in right relationship with God and one another.  We also are reminded of what happens when we don’t follow God’s laws.
So, what good is law to us?  Well, for one, I don’t know if we can think about law without acknowledging that our lives really are better for having civil laws that we cling to.  There have to be rules; the people must be willing to follow them, and the police or whatever authority must be willing to enforce them, according to the law.
I wonder how much we may be thinking or wondering lately about the enforcement of God’s law.  We may think it comes only from inside us, and yet Paul reminds us that we will eventually be judged. So, we might look outside us to know what to do and how to be.  Sometimes, we are faced with more than one voice claiming to know the truth, and that creates problems of another kind.  What we hear in the workings of our daily lives and what we read in the Bible or ponder during worship too often include stark contrast.  Maybe this is like the kind of mass of teaching that Paul writes of in his letter to Timothy:  When we have so many messages about how to be and what to do, we find ourselves in a more personal darkness in which so many conflicting messages produce a kind of ambient light that clarifies nothing.  And so, we need a single light to penetrate the darkness.

Maybe we can look at the chaos around us and remember the laws that God has laid before us, asking the other questions of ourselves.  Do we know God’s law?  Have we written it on our hearts?  I wonder if we have any sense of its being enforced.  We must be willing to follow God’s laws if we have any expectation of discovering a world with less chaotic mores.  So, we might begin by asking ourselves some fairly simple questions.  I would like to leave the answers a bit open, and encourage you to find some of your own responses.  What comes to mind when you think of the Law of God?  How did you learn your faith, and how have you made use of any of those teachings?  In a reflection on today’s scripture lessons, Pastor Bruce Epperly cites theologian Paul Tillich who once spoke of three attitudes toward divine law, which is the ultimate law of our being:  “1) heteronomy, the law as externally enforced and going against our desires; 2) autonomy, being laws unto ourselves, doing what we want on our terms, regardless of the well-being of others and the community; and 3) theonomy, congruence between our deepest desires and God’s vision for our lives [our lives in community]. Jeremiah aspires toward a heart-felt relationship with God in which we do the good as a result of our relationship with God.”  Hmm . . . autonomy, but the law is inside of me because God put it there, helps me be in congruence with what God would have us do.
So, what is YOUR attitude toward God’s law in your life?  Have you thought about it lately?  I don’t know if I do consciously, though I am thinking a lot about civil law lately.  If we haven’t thought about God’s law in our lives lately, isn’t it about time?  Aren’t you looking for that beam of light that will break into the darkest places?  Epperly reminds us that the Psalmist LOVES the law: “The law is as sweet as honey and will fill our lives with joy. [Would that it were so in all contexts!]  Again, the Psalmist is not speaking about legalism but mindfulness.  Every act can be a way of encountering God; every moment can align us with God’s vision for our lives.  In synch with God’s law, we experience the joy of fulfilling our deepest heart’s desire.  God’s law is reflected in life-giving practices of personal and communal life and in God’s ever-present and ever-evolving presence in our lives.”  I quote Epperly because I love it so much and want to share it with you . . .
Paul, writing to the budding pastor, Timothy, tells him what to say to the church.  We can hear him talking to us:  It’s the end of the world as we know it.  And what’s wrong with that?  Don’t we long for an end to people’s suffering; to injustice; to war and accompanying greed?  Well I do, and we want to be sure that we are part of trying to end these problems; we want to be sure that when Jesus does come again, we have not laid ourselves open for judgment.  And the way that we do this is by following the same precepts, the same laws that make us comfortable.  They also make us good.  We have learned them since our youth, as Paul reminds Timothy of his own upbringing in faith.  There is no better place to learn them than in the Bible, our holy scripture, our words from God.  There is no other place to learn these laws, not expressed in that way, though our civic laws can do well to avoid chaos in the world around us.  God’s law teaches us also to avoid chaos within us.  God’s law is the lamp before our feet, penetrating the darkness of our sins and our pain.  

Stan Duncan, a friend in the former Massachusetts Conference of the U.C.C., once recounted an anecdote from the late Archbishop Desmond Tutu.  He “told a story of teaching a confirmation class years ago in which he outlined the meaning of the Mosaic Covenant. He went step by step through it, explaining the promise of God, that God would rescue the Hebrew people from slavery and that they would worship only God and then act in ways that show themselves to be liberated people. And he showed them how that principle showed up in the teaching of Jesus later on. When finished he asked them as a review to tell him what he had just said. He got a variety of attempts, some close some not. Then one little boy raised his hand and put it better than any theologian could have. He said (quoting God), “I saved your butts, so now you go behave.”

When we think of God’s laws for us, do we remember that God “saved our butts,” and saves our butts, time and time again?  Rather than thinking of God’s laws, like loving others as ourselves and keeping the Sabbath holy and not killing one another, as somehow a burden to us, we must remember their flash of penetrating brilliance in our lives.  

Let us pray.  Almighty and everlasting God, in Christ you have revealed your glory, and you have provided for us a model for following your commands in our lives.  Give us strength and courage to persevere with steadfast faith in your vision for the world, as we know it in following Jesus, in whose name we pray. Amen.
