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The church has always had an interesting relationship with time.

Christians in the Reformed tradition believe that we live in the in-between time … the time between the already and the yet-to-come … Christ’s time on earth 2,000 years ago and his pending return.

In the meantime, though, there is work to be done in God’s name. And, for a church, that usually requires a calendar and a schedule to keep track of things.  

Happily, here at Caldwell, there are more and more things to keep track of every week.  Just this last week, I was in a meeting where we discussed whether we have so much going on that we need to abandon the simple paper calendar we use to keep track of all of our events, meetings, programs and the such.

Is it time, I asked, for us to enter the 21st century and use one of those fancy on-line calendars that multiple users can access to check availabilities and schedule events?  

Whatever we decide on that front, we are in for a busy autumn season.  At many churches, the first Sunday of September is called “Rally Day.” Perhaps like me you’ve seen banners to that effect in the front yards of churches around town.  

Rally day usually marks the resumption of the full life of the church after summer.  We don’t have a rally day banner in the yard, but the pace around here at Caldwell is picking up fast..

We kicked off two new Adult Sunday School offerings this morning. The weeks ahead will bring fellowship events, mission opportunities, community forums, weddings and on and on.

It’s good to be busy. 

As a community of believers interested in building multi-faith understanding and relationships, we also take note that September is a significant month for other faiths. Muslims observe Ramadan, their most blessed time of the year, a period when they pray harder and fast more. And later this month, our Jewish brothers and sisters begin their celebration of Rosh Hashanah, their high and holy new year, a time of self-examination, repentance and new resolution. 

We heard about the origins of another important Jewish occasion in our Old Testament reading from the book of Exodus.  

“The Lord said to Moses and Aaron in the land of Egypt: This month shall mark for you the beginning of months; it shall be the first month of the year for you.”

As we heard Joye read, the Lord went on to describe in highly specific detail how the feast of the Passover was to be carried out.

.

What kind of lamb to choose. What time of day to slaughter it. How to divide it.  And how to smear the blood of the lamb on the doorposts, of course, which we tend to think was the really important part.

But for Jews, the rest of these instructions were important to ensure that the meal was one of purification in preparation for Israel’s coming time in the wilderness.  So it mattered how it was cooked, what parts were eaten, what kind of bread went with it and what do to with the leftovers.

We know the story of the Passover as God’s ultimate act against the Egyptians, an act designed to be so devastating that the Egyptians would give up and let Israel go.  

The story of the Passover spans several chapters in the book of Exodus.  The verses suggested by the lectionary for today come right in the middle of that story.  But they are a little hard to identify with, aren’t they?

The first half of today’s reading sounds so primitive and remote, especially for those of us who live in the post-modern affluence and convenience of the West.  My mother tells stories about hog-killing season on the farm where she grew up in Mississippi, but that’s likely to be as close to all this blood and gore that I will ever get.

Then the second half of today’s reading is God’s pronouncement of what God is about to do.  And it, too, is a little hard to take in, much less understand.  This part of God, who would kill a generation of first-born children – and animals – is difficult to grasp for us this far removed from the circumstances.

But there, in the middle of this chapter, may be a word from the Lord for us today.

“This is how you shall eat it: your loins girded, your sandals on your feet, and your staff in your hand. And you shall eat it hurriedly.”

Those sound like simple, almost inconsequential pieces of advice, the kind that a scribe just might have edited out. But there they are – in the middle of this daunting passage.  And in those four short instructions we can learn a lot about our God and our faith journey with God.

                                         *      *       *
“Gird your loins,” God told Israel.

When I was in seminary, they didn’t offer any classes on what topics NOT to bring up in sermons.  Maybe they should have.  If they did, the topic of loins might have been a good one to put on the list.

But … if you’re thinking what I think you may be thinking … not that I assume that’s what you’re thinking …. it’s really not about that.  In the context of the times, a reference to loins concerned anything that had to do with the middle of the body, from the ribs to the knees.

In this instance, when his listeners all wore baggy robes and often kept them loose, God was essentially saying, “Put your belt on and fasten it tight.”  

This phrase may translate to what parents sometimes say to their children when they it’s time for the bus or the carpool to go to school.  Around my house, it’s usually some version of me yelling upstairs: “Girls, it’s seven o’clock. Are you ready to walk out the door?”

But there is even more to these few words than that.  In the context of the times, when someone said “Gird your loins” it also meant, “Get ready to move and to move fast.”

Another way to translate it might be “Tuck your robe in,” which was important to moving fast.

I’ve asked Andy to help me demonstrate.  Stand up, Andy, if you would.

As you can see, Andy wears the white frock of a Methodist pastor, complete with a rope belt …, where as I wear a slightly more formal black robe with a stole and have no belt.  I don’t know what John Calvin had against belts.

Now, if Andy were to tuck in his robe (Andy, please demonstrate) you can see that his legs are free to “run like the wind,” as Forrest Gump said.  

I, on the other hand, would be at a distinct disadvantage.  Perhaps the moral of the story is that if a lion is chasing a Methodist and a Presbyterian at the same time, all the Methodist has to do is outrun the Presbyterian.

(Thanks, Andy, you can sit down now.)

So when God says “You shall eat the Passover meal with your loins girded,” God’s message is – “get ready to move and move fast … when I give you the signal.”

When God tells the Israelites to have their sandals on, God is saying a similar thing. Scholars who have studied art from ancient Egypt and Mesopetania point out that, about as often as not, the people depicted are barefooted.

That’s understandable.  We all like to kick off our shoes when we get home.  Just like we might want to take our belt off and un-tuck our robe, I mean, our shirts.

God was telling the Israelites that they shouldn’t even plan to have the time it would take to wrap a couple of simple strips of leather on their feet and tie the strings above their ankles.  

The instruction to put on one’s sandals also implied that a journey was ahead, a distance one wouldn’t want to travel barefooted.  

Also, to be barefooted implied that one had been dispossessed … that one had been given or had inherited nothing from their family, not even a couple of strips of leather to cover their feet.

So, how might this speak to us today?

Certainly, we are all on a journey with God.  None of us has arrived … and if we ever think we have, we should watch out, because we worship an often unpredictable, sometimes mysterious and always sovereign God, whose direction we shouldn’t try to predict.

I admire how open so many of you are about sharing the twists and turns in your journey with God.  At times, some of you have lived as though you were walking right beside God.  At other times, we lag behind … dawdling around in the Christian life, perhaps, or because we want to try to be as far away from God as we can get.  

We might be angry with God.  We might be moping about after some disappointment. Or we might simply feel distanced from God for some vague and inexplicable reasons.

But as children of God, we are prepared for our journey, if it doesn’t always feel like it. We always have our sandals on in the sense that we can never be dispossessed.  To the contrary, the God who says “I have called you by name. You are mine” is the God who possesses us fully and forever.

God also told the Israelites they should have their staff in hand when they eat the Passover meal.  That’s another phrase that sounds simple but is loaded with meaning.

A staff was a long walking stick and it had multiple purposes and symbolism.

We know from the 23rd Psalm, which reads “… thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me” that sheep were comforted by the site of a staff in the hands of their shepherd. 

A staff was a sign of authority, as well.  God worked miracles with Moses’ staff – using it to draw water from a rock and turning it into a serpent and back again.

For the Israelites then – and for us today – a staff also symbolized a source of support.  Travelers leaned on their staffs to rest and used their staffs for balance when they climbed steep hills and mountains.

Finally, God told the Israelites to eat in a hurry.  Scholars interpret this instruction as a way of saying that we should never get too comfortable.  We never know when the call to get going may come.

That resonates, doesn’t it?  When we go to someone’s house for a big meal, it’s nice to sit around the table and take our time while we meander through the appetizer, the main course and the dessert and coffee. There is time for deep conversation and deep thoughts.  And after the meal, we can loosen our belts, take off our shoes and sit on the couch for more philosophizing.

Part of what God is saying to Israel is “Life with me isn’t always set and comfortable.”  God is also saying “Don’t think too much, especially in worship.  Avoid being too cerebral because getting too comfortable and too much at home with your own rationale for the world will only make it harder when I come and ask you to get up, move on and leave behind the finer things and the finer ideas.”

Perhaps, then, we might think about the Passover meal as we think about a drive-through meal today.  Get it and go.  No waiter. No table-side service. No time for contemplating the meaning of life. After all, when was the time you had deep thoughts over a Big Mac and fries, anyway?

       *      *     *

This message of restlessness and urgency may make us nervous. Just about all of us have been on a journey that has brought us here to Caldwell, and we may be inclined to think of this as home, as our destination.

It may be that we are all here together for years to come. But God’s message is that we should never get too comfortable.  A sense of urgency has its place.  The clock is always ticking.  There is work to be done. We may not like to wear this mantle of discomfort.  It may not feel right.  But God uses it to keep us ready and aware.  

Last week, I attended a meeting of the H.E.L.P, organization, which strives to organize and empower our neighbors who live on the bottom rungs of the economic ladder.

The director of H.E.L.P. said the organization looks for leaders who, along with other values, have a sense of anger about how the under-served are too often overlooked in our city.  Anger is not usually an emotion we seek to have, but sometimes it’s what we need to work for justice.

God’s message to the Israelites is a little like that.  Like the Israelites, we should all hold on to a sense of urgency, a sense of restlessness, to be prepared to do God’s will in the world, as preached by Christ.

So, I end where we began.  

The church and God’s people have always had a funny relationship with time.  Sometimes, it can feel like God is not at all in a hurry.  We may be waiting around for God to act or to communicate God’s will. And waiting. And waiting

But we don’t understand God’s sense of time. God invented time, after all, and uses it according to God’s purpose.  

Friends, we belong to a God, we are possessed by a God, who has determined our path and who watches over us as we journey on individually and together in this “new thing” God is doing.  

We have much to do in God’s name and we must manage our calendar well.

But, in the meantime, God calls us to stand at the ready for an even newer thing.  And we will know what to do, when God says: “Gird your loins, put your sandals on, take your staff in hand and get going.”

Amen    

