The Shema, Part 1: Story and Identity
Scripture:  
Deuteronomy 6:4-25

Mark 12:28-34

We buried Julia Wilson Tuesday.  She would have been 87 just three days later.

Most of us did not know Julia personally -- only our stalwart members who were here before the rest of us.

As it always is with funerals, her friends and family told stories: About how her parents were founding members of this church and about how her father had been mayor of Charlotte for a brief time in 1920 and 1921.

They told how Julia worked for 34 years for the old North Carolina National Bank, the parent to today’s Bank of America.  They told how she loved people, had a quick wit, hosted the Caldwell Women’s circle at her home and rode the bus to work for her entire career – never learned to drive, just didn’t need to.

They told how Julia had moved to Georgia to live near her niece about 10 years ago … and how she loved to out-dance the men at her retirement community. They told how, late in a life shaped by the era of segregation, her once-rigid views about race relations softened … how she grew close to those closest to her … and her best friends became her African-American care givers, including her Jamaican friend, Denton, who already misses her deeply.
Her niece said Julia had grieved over Caldwell’s decline in recent decades and how delighted she was about its resurrection.  

It’s funny how we fall back on telling stories at life’s major mileposts – funerals, weddings, graduations, anniversaries, reunions.  There is something about story telling that strikes at the heart of the human experience. It’s how we express who we really are … underneath all the other labels life slaps on us, like job titles, birth order and civic club memberships.
Story telling is how we bond.  Like last week when Jimmy Todd dropped by the office and started reminiscing about how, as a teenager, he would come to Caldwell for church with his family on Sunday mornings and then go to another church up the street – not necessarily because he loved Jesus that much, but because that was where Billy Graham’s sister went to church … and she was cute.

(Jimmy, I know you just picked your new hearing aid … so you can hear me now.)

Each of you has dozens of your own stories. Maybe about your ancestors who emigrated to the U.S. … or how your families got through the Great Depression. Or maybe your stories are the ones that your friends have on you … and that you’d just as soon not ever be told again.
In telling stories, we find our identity and our future, our memory and our vision.

Now, of course, we all share a common story - the remarkable account of what has happened with this church.  I get to tell that story several times a week as I am out and about meeting with people. It never fails to bring a smile. 
*
*
*

Perhaps the greatest example of story telling is Holy Scripture.  The story of God’s love for – and desire to be with - humanity was passed down verbally for generations … before scribes, letter writers and editors began systematically assembling it what we now know as the Holy Bible. 
Granted, it sounds corny to call it the greatest story ever told.  But I know of no greater.

As people of faith called to study scripture, we strive to hold two things in balance – that the Bible is a story recorded by fallible humans who had specific perspectives and worldviews.  But it is also a story that, in the end, is inspired by God.  
And that is why we can – and should – spend our entire lives learning this story, always keeping the text in context and excavating through all the layers of history and interpretation to find the story at the core, the story that is truer than true.

As Christians, we must confess that as we study scripture, we always stand at risk of focusing more on the New Testament than the Old.   
But we are more than just Christians.  We are part of the Judeo-Christian tradition, which means we embrace the story of Israel, the law and the prophets as part of our own story. 

If we claim a commitment to living in peace and understanding with people of other faiths in this pluralistic world of ours, understanding the Judeo-Christian tradition is where we should begin.  In fact, judging by some of the week’s headlines of what some pastors are still preaching, it may be more important than ever that we be able to connect with our Jewish brothers and sisters.
But, I wonder:  How much do we truly identify with the stories and characters of the Old Testament?
Sure, we know about Noah and Moses, Joseph and his coat of many colors and King David from our days as children in Sunday School class. 

But to what extent do we trace our own personal faith identities to the struggles, journeys and experiences of the patriarchs, kings, judges and prophets? Do we really live, as Paul suggests we should in the New Testament, as the spiritual children of Abraham?  Or do we, perhaps even subconsciously, think of these stories of the Old Testament as the shorts before the main feature film about our faith?
With those questions in mind, I propose that we spend the remainder of today’s sermon and the next two considering one of the most important cornerstone passages of the Jewish faith, the text we read from the Old Testament today.
Now, I can hear what some of you are thinking:  

“Three weeks on one text -- from Deuteronomy, no less – just as the weather is turning warm, school is winding down and the beaches and mountains are beginning to call.

Maybe it’s time for that weekend get-away after all.”

But, if you will join me on this journey, my hope is that we will discover – or re-discover – the roots of our faith in the Jewish tradition. Because to remind ourselves of those roots is to know what it means to be claimed by a God who liberates us from bondage, who brings us out of captivity and into God’s courts, and who asks in return only that we love God with all we have. 

Are you with me?

*
*
*

Each week in this worship service, we affirm our faith.  Most often, as we will today, we say the Apostle’s Creed, though there are other creeds and confessions of different eras that we will use over time.
To recite one of these together is to confess our faith, to state out loud what we believe … because doing so is formative for us together and individually.
For our Jewish sisters and brothers, the most important confession of faith comes from Deuteronomy 4.  For many young Jewish boys and girls, it is the first prayer to be memorized.  Orthodox Jews repeat these verses every morning and every evening.

To set the scene, Moses is giving the nation of Israel final instructions before it comes into possession of the promised land.  Israel has journeyed long and hard, survived harrowing escapes, hunger and dissension and is now about to receive its divinely ordained inheritance.
Moses begins with the word “Hear,” as in ‘to listen,’ so the entire speech is called “The Shema” … the Hebrew word for “hear.”

It begins:

Shema Yisrael Adonai Eloheinu Adonai Echad

Hear, O Israel, the Eternal is our God, the Eternal is One.

Or as it reads in the translation in your pew Bibles:

“Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord alone.” 

It continues: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul and with all your might.”
Generations of Jews have made this a part of their prayer life and Passover liturgy.  And for all the stories we may tell, there is perhaps no better example of how story telling shapes identity.
In the traditional Seder meal that Jewish families hold to celebrate Passover, the pattern is that the youngest member of the family asks to hear the story of  Israel’s liberation from Egypt.  An older member responds with the words beginning “We were Pharaoh’s slaves in Egypt …” a passage we will look at more closely next week. 
But it all begins with that most fundamental statement for all of us who believe in the one supreme creator God … “The Lord is our God, the Lord alone.”

At the heart of this confession of faith – and at the place where Judiaism and Christianity meet – is this one over-riding truth:  God’s gift to us is new life.  That much is incontestable.

Whether we tell the story of Israel’s deliverance from slavery in Egypt as our primary evidence … or we point to the liberation Christ purchased on the cross as our absolute claim of faith … the Judeo-Christian tradition holds up the same God, a God who is defined by grace.

And, just as we share in this one confession, we are instructed to have one response: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul and with all your might.”

In these words is the anatomy of faith.  
To love with our heart is to love with undivided loyalty; to love with our soul is to commit our lives, even to the point of death; and, to love with our might is to be prepared to give our substance, our wealth and our property in the service of God.

To respond to the one God of grace, then, quite literally demands our all.  

Our reaction may be that that is too much to ask.  But if we can ever live up to that commandment, we may find that our lives are suddenly re-ordered and what once seemed like a matter of life and death is not so important.  What once was a non-negotiable point of division in our relationships may become an opportunity for breakthrough. What once was an unforgivable trespass against us by another may be overcome by a sacrifice of our own spite.  What once was a source of great anxiety may be quieted forever by God’s promise.

In that liberation, we may find the grace that God intended all along. And in that grace, Christians are freed to take up what Christ our Lord told his apostles was the second-most important commandment, that we should love our neighbors as ourselves.  
*
*
*


The underlying message of the Shema is this: “Never forget.” 
Never forget what God has done for you.  
Even if you need to repeat it every day when you get out of bed in the morning and again just before you go to bed at night, never forget what God has done and is doing for you. 

That is a message we can embrace, isn’t it?

This week’s bulletin is a shining testament to our active and growing church.  Picnics and yards sales. Book clubs and painting parties. Mission trips and movies and musicals.  The announcements cover as many pages as our order of worship.
Behind these opportunities is a collective group of dozens of Caldwell people who are volunteering hundreds of hours. 

The work of a growing church inevitably begins to bear a heavier load on more of us, as the meetings start to come more and more often and the list of to-dos grows longer, not shorter.

Still, never let us forget the opening message of the Shema as a reminder of what we are really about here.
In what we do with each other and for others in the world, we are about telling the story, the story of the one God’s love for us and the power of that love to transformation the world.  
In that story, and no other, we can find our identity, our memory and our vision to serve God with all our heart, all our soul and all our might.

Amen.
