Greetings, People of God!

Hallelujah for a New Year! Sometimes all you can do is praise the Name of the Lord, amen?!
I am thrilled that this fellowship has decided to set its face to seek the Father’s guidance as the way to enter 2012.  And, we are getting blessed(!). The Lord has been more than generous to move among us, and he is bringing fresh things. 

As we experience these new outpourings, I am convinced that the Holy Spirit has been responding to your open sincerity toward God. I want to encourage you all that you are orienting your hearts rightly and I want to ask you to press forward so that we may fully encounter what the Lord has in store for us. These are exciting times!
Now for the sermon update:

Our New Year’s Day service started with a glance at two aspects of New Year’s celebrations, reflections and recklessness. 
As we approach a New Year, our media streams often give us lists of “The Year in…” These lists provide us the means to reflect, to locate ourselves relative to a larger journey or progression. We use these lists to see where we stand (both as individuals and as a society) in the ongoing developments of history, economics, arts, science, etc. 

Looking behind us in summary ways is like glancing at a rear-view mirror while driving. Although it is not a good idea to stare steadfastly at the mirror, giving a short look at what lies behind lets us know what’s around us and keeps us ready to act wisely where we are. Getting a view of what already has occurred allows us to discern trajectories that proceed from the past toward the future. These help us to set our current visions and to marshal our resources toward what is to come. In short, we use reflection on the past to help us make our ways through the present and into the future.
Ironically, though, the New Year’s holiday also has earned a strong reputation for unconsidered and reckless celebration. People discharge firearms into the air, party without restraint, and drive while intoxicated. These behaviors show an astounding lack of reflection. People give no thought about trajectory when they pay little heed to how their actions can set their courses into the future. 
On New Year’s Day, a clear tension exists between reflection and recklessness. People who celebrate New Year’s have choices to make about which kinds of celebration they wish to embrace, and there are mutually incompatible options. If people choose to reflect, it keeps them from acting recklessly. If they choose to act recklessly, they must ignore the fruits of reflection.
In other words, reflection provides a safeguard against recklessness.
As a parallel to New Year’s Day, we looked at the biblical example of the “Feast of Booths,” also known as the Feast of Tabernacles (Sukkoth). For the Feast of Booths, the people were instructed to leave their ordinary dwellings and live in shelters made of branches in remembrance of Israel’s desert wanderings. This feast was one of the three commemorative feasts that the books of Leviticus (23:1-2, 33-44) and Deuteronomy (16:9-17) record as “pilgrimage” feasts. The pilgrimage feasts were ordained as yearly observances to be held in Jerusalem. Attendance at them was required of all Israelites males. The festivals were God-given moments for Israel to reflect, chances for the people to gain a sense of trajectory by looking together at their past. Their celebration was to remind the Israelites that they had been delivered from bondage, that they had been led by God, that God had provided for them, and that he had given them a holy place, a land that the people held in custodianship for him.
According to Deuteronomy 31:9-13, at every seventh celebration of the Feast of Booths, the people were to gather for a full reading of God’s law. God had a goal for this practice:

When all Israel is come to appear before the LORD thy God in the place which he shall choose, thou shalt read this law before all Israel in their hearing. Gather the people together, men, and women, and children, and thy stranger that is within thy gates, that they may hear, and that they may learn, and fear the LORD your God, and observe to do all the words of this law: And that their children, which have not known any thing, may hear, and learn to fear the LORD your God, as long as ye live in the land whither ye go over Jordan to possess it.  (Deuteronomy 31:11-13 KJV, emphasis added). 
God’s goal for the commemorative reading of the law was that the people, and especially, their children, would learn to fear him. 

Fear… God?!? Teach children to be afraid of God?!?

To those of us who are contemporary Western evangelicals, the concepts “Fear” and “God” don’t feel like they fit well together. Hearing the Bible instruct leaders and parents to teach children to fear God rings alarmingly in our ears. “Fear God” sounds to us like an alien religious philosophy or an archaic vestige of an unenlightened era. The phrase calls up within many of us defensive reactions.  Clamorous cautionary notes arise at the backs of our minds about about psychological health, religious dysfunction, attentive parenting, self-image, confidence issues, anxiety disorders, the Inquisition, etc. Our imaginations run to scenes of nuns shouldering rulers and marching in parade goose-step. We envision glowering faces with bulging eyes and spittle-flecked lips spewing rage, shame and condemnation. 

But, perhaps, as the Bible indicates, God does, in fact, want us to fear him.

What’s more, perhaps this is not a bad thing.

Fear can be a very healthy thing. It’s a natural mechanism that provides for our safety. We do well when we fear things like fire, electricity, radiation, the ocean or firearms. We make our ways through life better if we take the time to reflect on what may result from approaching certain things recklessly.

Psalm 19:9 tells us, “the fear of the LORD is clean, enduring for ever; the ordinances of the LORD are true, and righteous altogether” (RSV). While the notion that God wants people to fear him may run the risk of contradicting popular sentiments, the Bible says that this fear is “clean.” It is an unsoiled, pure thing. 
Further, the fear of the LORD is the starting place for wisdom (Psalm 111:10). It’s the beginning, the fundamental truth for informed living. Although this may run up against our social conditioning, if we fail to reflect on the fear of God, we proceed recklessly. Even more, if we fail to teach the fear of God to our children, we set them on dangerous and reckless paths.
Nehemiah 8 records that the Jews who returned from exile in Babylon celebrated the reading of the law at the Festival of Booths. It was the first time that the children of Israel had done so since the days of Joshua. Israel had simply ignored the feast and its call for reflection throughout its generations.
One can only wonder what it was like for the people to assemble in their ruined, burned-out former capitol and to hear the words of the law. What might those returned captives have felt as they listened to the instructions for the generations? What went through their minds as they rehearsed the law, hearing that those who had been before them were supposed to have taught their children to fear God? The captives knew all too well that earlier generations hadn’t bothered to do so. What trajectories did they notice? What recklessness did they perceive?
They must have seen something important. After the Exile, the Festival of Booths gained a lot of traction. The people observed it regularly for generations to come. By the time of Jesus, the feast had become a big deal in Jerusalem; everybody attended. They even added to the ceremonies. They feasted, read the law, lit memorial fires, and poured out water in the temple, commemorating how God had provided for his people in the desert. 

It was at this Feast of Tabernacles, on the biggest day of the celebrations, that the Gospel of John records Jesus crying out his offer of life to the crowds:

 On the last day of the feast, the great day, Jesus stood up and proclaimed, "If any one thirst, let him come to me and drink. He who believes in me, as the scripture has said, `Out of his heart shall flow rivers of living water.'" Now this he said about the Spirit, which those who believed in him were to receive (John 7:37-39 RSV)
At the Feast of Booths, Jesus offered an ultimate reflection. His reflection on the Feast revealed where the people were located relative to the biggest development in the entire human journey. Jesus took the trajectory from Israel’s past and set it toward the eternal future, offering overflowing life in the Spirit for “any one.” As we reflect on his offer, it shows us how to orient ourselves in the present. Jesus still tells us that we can come to him and truly live. Only the reckless could ignore such an offer.
The basic standard for religious life calls for a stance of reflection that gives perspective. People of faith take the time to observe trajectories, to discern where they are coming from and where they are headed. In Christ, the standard of excellence is a degree of reflection that grasps eternal perspectives, eternal trajectories of life in the Spirit.

FWC’s starting place for this New Year begins at reflection. In the beginning weeks of 2012 we are assembling in the Fellowship Hall instead of the Sanctuary. This is our Festival of Booths. We are setting our hearts to seek the Lord. We are reminding ourselves that we have been delivered from bondage, that we have been led by God, that God has provided for us, and that he has given us a holy place.

We do this holding to an eternal perspective, trusting Jesus to fill us with life through his Holy Spirit. We do this soberly and without recklessness. We do this starting from the clean and wise fear of the LORD. We do this also to secure a trajectory for those who will follow us.
What a joy to engage this journey together! May the Lord’s grace and many blessings rest upon you! 
See you Sunday!

-Pastor Adam

