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Scripture: Deuteronomy 6: 4-5; 20-25 and Romans 8:18-25
When the news came that Robert E. Lee had surrendered at Appomattox Courthouse, Virginia, Capt. John S. Cleghorn was in Tennessee with the southern arm of the Confederate forces.  The Civil War had ended. It was time to go home and start over.
As an officer, Capt. Cleghorn was offered passage back to his home in northeast Georgia on the railroad.  But there was one issue to be settled:  What do to about a man I will call Frank, because the certainty of his name has been lost to the  generations of my family.
Frank was known at the time as a body servant, which is a polite way of saying he was a slave.  He had been with my great-grandfather across Alabama, Mississippi and Tennessee as Capt. Cleghorn fulfilled his duties as a quartermaster providing supplies to the southern army.

My family doesn’t know much about Frank. My Cleghorn ancestors were merchants and small manufacturers earning modest livings, no plantations, no large slave holdings. Still, there are family stories about 2 or 3 slaves with the family, reflections of the dual reality of the institution of slavery and life in the South at the time.  

What we do know is that Capt. Cleghorn handed Frank the reigns of his horse and said “I’ll see you back at home.”  
We don’t know what went through Frank’s mind at that point.  He was free to do whatever he wanted.  He might have just headed north on that horse to get out of the South as fast as he could.

As a black man on a horse that he could not prove he was entitled to ride, his 200-mile journey across newly defeated territory would not be without its dangers. 
Still, a while later, Frank did indeed meet Capt. Cleghorn back home, where both men apparently began building – or rebuilding – their lives. We don’t know if Jim came back to Chatooga County out of fear or intimidation. Perhaps he returned because he had been treated fairly, albeit as a slave, or simply that Chatooga was as good as place as any to start life as a free man.
We simply don’t know the rest of the story.
Any of us whose families were in America before the Civil War probably know what side of the issue of slavery our families were on.  You have just heard about one part of my family and the awkward reality it presents for all of us who are the descendents. 
You may think less of me because of what my great-grandfather did or did not do, especially if your ancestors were on the opposite side of the slavery issue.  I would understand, at least to the best of my ability, if you did. 

Slavery is a deep stain, still, on our nation, an issue that triggers unresolved feelings and strong opinions. And only with God’s guidance will we ever reach some kind of reconciliation. Hold that thought, and we will come back to it.

*
*
*

Last week, we began a three-part series of sermons on one of the most important pieces of scripture for the Jewish faith and – by extension – for those of us who claim the Judeo-Christian tradition.

In Deuteronomy 6, Moses gives Israel its final instructions before the wandering nation finally reaches its promised land.  This speech is called The Shema, named after the Hebrew word that begins its first sentence, which means “Hear,” as in ‘listen up.’

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.” 

As we touched on last week, one of the central passages of this speech has become an essential part of the Seder meal with which Jews celebrate Passover.  
As it reads from verse 20:

“When your children ask you in times to come, ‘What is the meaning of the decrees and the statutes and the ordinances that the Lord our God has commanded you?’ then you shall say to your children, ‘We were Pharaoh’s slaves in Egypt, but the Lord brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand.’ “ 

“We were Pharaoh’s slaves in Egypt …”  

At some level, I think we can all understand how this act of telling the story of the Hebrews plays such a major role in shaping the identity of the Jewish faith.

But as I wondered out loud last week, as Christians who claim a part of the larger Judeo-Christian tradition, how deeply, how frequently and how personally do we reflect on the captivity and the liberation of the Hebrews in defining what we believe about God?
If we have not suffered bondage, can we truly understand what it is to be in captivity and to be brought out of it by the strong hand of our liberating God?

There are, of course, many types of slavery.  But for American Christians, our effort to understand the Hebrews’ captivity – and their liberation - can – and indeed must – be found in part by confronting slavery on our national history.

*
*
*

Slavery has existed in dozens of countries at different times over the centuries.

The evidence that slavery is still an open wound for America is easy to find. Look no further than the debate that began last month – and lingers on in some circles – sparked by the sermons of Rev. Jeremiah Wright.  
Unfortunately, as with so many issues that get sliced and diced in the churn of the 24-hour news cycle, Rev. Wright’s sermons and the criticism they raised left our country with a woefully inadequate understanding of the Black gospel and liberation theology.  

And last night’s news that Sen. Obama has ended his membership in Rev. Wright’s church probably means that Wright’s fifteen minutes of national notoriety are over.

What you probably remember is Wright’s three word phrase that sparked the controversy, the one with an expletive in the middle.  But what you probably didn’t hear was the line of thought in that sermon that preceded it.  Wright said:

“When it came to treating the citizens of African descent fairly, America failed. She put them in chains.  The government put them in slave quarters. Put them on auction blocks. Put them in cotton fields. Put them in inferior schools. Put them in substandard housing” …  in scientific experiments … in lower-paying jobs … and outside the equal protection of the law.

Opinions may differ on whether Rev. Wright chose the best words when he went on to express his perspective about what God should do with America. And we may or may not be unsettled by his portrayal of a vindictive God who has taken aim at America. But that passage sounds to me like a reasonably fair portrayal of the facts that influenced the lives of generations of African-Americans. 
Wright’s general style of prophetic preaching rests comfortably in the tradition of the church.  And he is correct in his assertion that America has unfinished business in delivering on its promise of equality for all.  
White and black alike stand accountable to work together toward an equal America – including having candid and open conversations about the issue of race rather than simply reacting to sound bites on the evening news.

As a particular part of the Body of Christ here on East 5th Street, we have opportunities to do that. I am confident this congregation can and will be a host and an agent for both the healing and the systemic change we need here in Charlotte to bring about a more just and equal society.
Doing so won’t always be the safe choice. But Christ our Lord didn’t preach safety.  And, as I have said before, our own church constitution calls the church to be Christ’s faithful evangelist “even at the risk of losing its life, trusting in God alone as the author and giver of life” doing those deeds in the world that point beyond ourselves to the new reality in Christ.

*
*
*

There are, of course, so many more types of bondage beyond issues related to race and class. The words from Scripture in 2 Peter ring as true as ever: “People are slaves to whatever has mastered them.”
 

In today’s culture and society, there are many forms of bondage: sex and pornography, drugs and alcohol, ambition and materialism, fear and anxiety, hatred and an inability to forgive, the pursuit of perfection and on an on.
Pick your poison, as the saying goes, and God save us as individuals from the delusion that we do not suffer from one kind of bondage or another.

Perhaps the most insidious form of bondage that we can commit – either as individuals or as a society - is still what the Bible calls “hardness of heart.”   That was how scripture described the Pharaoh of Egypt who enslaved the Hebrews, but it is a condition that is alive and well today.
It is that closed-off, corrupt, unthinking and unfeeling condition that leads us to erect new forms of systemic captivity.  
It takes the form of poverty and inequality for those at the bottom rung of the socio-economic latter. 
And, as much as we may want to think that slavery in its traditional sense is a thing of the past, it is not.  Listen to this: The U.S. State Department estimates that 17,500 new slaves are brought to the United States every year – including children doing labor and women forced into domestic work and the sex trade.  
Worldwide estimates of the number of people forced into labor against their will range from 4 million to 27 million, according to data from our national denomination, which is working on this issue. 
If our inclination is to run to our Bibles for a specific scriptural condemnation of human slavery, we will be disappointed.  The Bible neither explicitly encourages nor condones the institution of slavery.

That left the door open for the old Southern church to use scripture as a defense of slavery – and to use scripture to intimidate slaves into staying in line.

As frustrating as that is, it is a good reminder that at times the fallible mortals that recorded scripture did not see beyond the context of their times.

*
*
*

Surely God expects more of us.

The point of the Shema, the great confession of our Jewish brothers and sisters from Deuteronomy, is that we are to lift our eyes beyond our immediate circumstances. We are to focus on that largest of all truths – that God gives us new life and that, in return, we are to love and serve God with all our heart, all our soul and all our might. 

One would think humanity would infer that bondage of any kind is not consistent with that divine covenant of grace and love.  But it is neither the first nor the last time humanity has missed the point about what God intends for us.

The good news of the Gospel, according to the apostle Paul, is that if we are alive in Jesus Christ, we are no longer slaves to our sin.  Paul says we commit sinful acts, but Christ offers us liberation from sin as our final condition.

He writes:

“We know that the whole creation has been groaning in labor pains until now; and not only the creation but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies.”

Our world is surely groaning still -- from pains of military and economic conflict, pains of hunger, poverty and oppression, pains of devastation from natural disasters and the hard-heartedness of many who hold positions of power and influence.

But, my friends, when we repeat the words of the Shema, we remind ourselves that God heard the groaning of the Hebrew slaves in Egypt. God liberated them, just as God offered liberation to the world through Christ.  
How, then are we to live out our faith in a world that is still groaning?

As the Jews repeat the Shema … and as we tell the Easter story of the salvation provided on the cross … we are summoned to live what Christian scholar and writer calls bi-focal lives: 
We are called to never forget, to look backward with clear eyes at our sins and even those of our ancestors and to let our lives be informed by them. 
At the same time, we are called to look ahead, always in hope, to the grace-smothered, fully redeemed lives that our God has purchased for us through the life and death, resurrection and reign of Christ, our prophet, priest and king.  

For we were slaves, but the Lord brought us out with a mighty hand.

Thanks be to God. Amen.
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