Hello again, People of God!

For those who have asked about the sermon updates, thank you for your patience, and apologies for last week’s delay. This eMinder should bring you up to date with our current Sunday services. 

In case you are new to this series, we have been following two themes on Sundays since the New Year. We are carrying through with our Fall/Winter series, The Standards of Christian Excellence, and we are also taking the first weeks of 2012 to parallel the biblical Feast of Booths. This is a time of remembering who we are and where we have come from as a springboard to seek the Lord’s vision and direction for the year to come.
Good things are already sprouting up among us as we have been seeking God’s heart. I believe that this is a movement of the Holy Spirit and the Lord’s response to his people’s sincere requests. Our fellowship is being transformed, and it makes me deeply excited to discover what God has planned for us in 2012! I want to encourage those of you who have been fasting and praying to continue, and I urge everyone not to miss out on this chance to be changed and renewed. If there is someone you know who needs the touch of God on their lives, now is the time to invite them to service; the waters are stirring.
Now for the sermon update:

Sunday’s message started with a glance at remedial education, especially, remedial occupational training. This kind of training is an attempt to remedy a person’s set of life-skills. It tries to “fill the gaps” for someone who is underdeveloped or who has lost capacities through trauma. Remedial training helps people “catch-up” on behaviors and knowledge that are often taken for granted by most of the population. There are a lot of things that most of us “get” about life that can seem obvious at first glance, but that actually are learned skills. These repertoires of knowledge have to be developed intentionally in people who suffer diminishment.

One example of an apparently simple life-skills set is job-interview behavior. Our Sunday discussion groups came up with a few commonly understood rules about interviews: 1) Arrive on time 2) Be prepared 3) Be interested about the interviewer 4) Dress nicely 5) Be well-groomed (e.g., “Get a haircut!”) 6) Don’t talk badly about former employers 7) Don’t talk about the benefits to you (e.g., “How soon do I get a raise?”) 8) Do research ahead of time; know the institution and the interviewer 9) Be polite (e.g., don’t interrupt; don’t take a seat unless asked or before the interviewer; don’t slouch, eat, talk on the cell-phone, or text). These tips could be distilled into one simple rule: “Show respect and value though appropriate behavior.” 
Respect is shown when a person limits his or her own behaviors out of deference or regard for another. It demonstrates value by being attentive and by giving place to the other. It is an act of suppression in which someone holds back his or her own interests and concentrates on the interests of someone else. 
Out of respect, we suppress our own agenda in many situations. Usually, we do this on subconscious or habitual levels, whenever we esteem someone or something. We stand silently when the national anthem is played. We wait until our boss is finished making a point before asking a question. We raise our hands and wait to be recognized before offering an opinion in a business meeting. We allow the person we hold in high regard to enter a doorway first. We silence our cell-phones during court. We groom and dress well for a wedding. We arrive on time for a funeral. We end our conversations when the curtains open for a performer or a play, etc.
Behaving in ways that show respect may seem like common sense to most of us, but they aren’t common sense to all. Some people haven’t learned behaviors of respect because they have been socialized in disrespecting ways or because they have suffered injuries. When that is the case, people need remedial “respect” training.

On the surface, pointing out that someone needs remedial training can seem like an insult. Conventions of etiquette in our culture often prohibit challenging someone on his or her manners, and it may appear offensive or domineering to note that someone is behaving rudely or inappropriately. 
However, a problem arises when one follows these prohibitions too ardently, because these conventions of etiquette also prevent people from being helped to learn the respect that they need to negotiate life together. Instead of intervening, our society usually responds to people with poor respect-skills passively. The disrespectful person just doesn’t get the job from the interview; she gets ignored from a distance; he gets tolerated silently or marginalized impatiently. Since it’s considered rude to point-out rudeness, people “look the other way” and no one steps-in to object or to challenge disrespectful behaviors. It’s considered easier to withdraw and wait until the disrespectful person tires or goes away than it is to marshal the courage to approach him or her. We’d rather not get involved because we fear that we might be acting rudely.

 But withdrawal is a form of passivity that is not grounded in respect. An ignoring or tolerating silence is not the same as a respectful silence. Withdrawal is a kind of suppression that is not performed out of regard for the other; it is a passivity that originates from self-protection. This is a form of self-regard, the opposite of other-regard. 

A self-regarding disposition actually shows disrespect for the other because it values the self more highly than the other. It chooses to ignore the needs of another and any liability that the other might be facing. 
The answer to withdrawal is compassion. Strangely enough, compassion calls people who wish to help others to cross barriers and to speak up about poor behavior. Compassion goads caretakers to attempt assistance as the caretaker notices the plight of the person who lacks respect-skills. The result is that often it is the one who cares the most for another who takes the chance to become “offensive” and to offer remediation. Although it may appear to be too forward or embarrassing, the true friend will call your attention to the fact that you have a large black thing stuck in your teeth, or that your clothing is unfastened(!).
As we continued with our theme of the Feast of Booths, we surveyed a number of passages in Exodus that showed God stepping-in and working some hard respect-remediation training. No one was exempt from God’s training. He worked on Moses, the children of Israel, the Egyptians and Pharaoh. God is clear; everyone needs to get the lesson that he is to be respected.

In Exodus 3, God sounds like a drill instructor or a coach talking to a new recruit. He gets Moses’ attention with the burning bush and gets him to draw near, but the first thing that God tells Moses is, “Don’t come near! Take off your shoes! This is holy ground!” He follows with, “I am the LORD!”
The Israelites had developed some disrespectful habits during their socialization as slaves in Egypt. They were “lippy” even with an (apparently) Egyptian prince (Exodus 2:14) and they valued the Pharaoh’s attitude more than the LORD’s message (Exodus 5:21-6:13). God makes some adjustments about who the Israelites are to regard more highly during the plagues as he humbles Pharaoh before them. He then calls them out of Egypt and makes them bathe, purify themselves and stand at attention behind the dead-line surrounding Mt. Sinai as he lays down the law in no uncertain terms (Exodus 19-20). This law clearly states that no one is to take God lightly; everyone is to respect his day, his image, and his name, period.
God is even more forceful with Pharaoh. Pharaoh begins his interactions with the LORD disrespectfully, saying, “Who is the LORD, that I should listen to him and do what he says? I don’t know the LORD, and I won’t let the people go!” (Exodus 5:2). The LORD is firm and direct in return. He tells Pharaoh that he is going to make an example out of him, informing him, “I could have killed you outright, but I have let you live just so that my name will be held in account throughout the whole earth!” (Exodus 9:16).  Some of the Egyptian court learn this lesson part-way through the plagues. They plead with Pharaoh to “get” what everyone else sees to be obvious, that the LORD is bigger than Egypt. They exclaim in frustration, “Let the men go to worship the LORD, their God. Do you not yet realize that Egypt is being destroyed?" (Exodus 10:7 NAB). 
Sometimes respect-remediation takes just such a harsh, “WHAT are you THINKING?!?” challenge. This is what the prophet Malachi does when he cries out to the people of Jerusalem that they have dishonored the LORD by offering flawed sacrifices. God speaks through Malachi upbraiding the people that they fail to give him even the basic regard than they do to others:

A son honors his father, and a servant fears his master; If then I am a father, where is the honor due to me? And if I am a master, where is the reverence due to me? -- So says the LORD of hosts to you, O priests, who despise his name.
Apparently the people were so far behind in their development that they didn’t even notice their disrespect. God argues to make them understand:

 But you ask, "How have we despised your name?" 7 By offering polluted food on my altar! Then you ask, "How have we polluted it?" By saying the table of the LORD may be slighted! 8 1 When you offer a blind animal for sacrifice, is this not evil? When you offer the lame or the sick, is it not evil? 
God must appeal to their social sensibilities about obvious conduct in order to make his point clear. He shows the disparity between how they treat him and how they treat people whom they esteem:

Present it to your governor; see if he will accept it, or welcome you, says the LORD of hosts.  
 The degree of their insult to the LORD is clear when we hear his offended exclamation:

10 Oh, that one among you would shut the temple gates to keep you from kindling fire on my altar in vain! I have no pleasure in you, says the LORD of hosts; neither will I accept any sacrifice from your hands, 11 For from the rising of the sun, even to its setting, my name is great among the nations; And everywhere they bring sacrifice to my name, and a pure offering; For great is my name among the nations, says the LORD of hosts. 12 But you behave profanely toward me by thinking the LORD'S table and its offering may be polluted, and its food slighted.  
God points out that this is a matter of attitude as well as a matter of material quality:

You also say, "What a burden!" and you scorn it, says the LORD of hosts; You bring in what you seize, or the lame, or the sick; yes, you bring it as a sacrifice. Shall I accept it from your hands? says the LORD.

The LORD reveals his anger at this offense as he curses the disrespectful worshipers:

Cursed is the deceiver, who has in his flock a male, but under his vow sacrifices to the LORD a gelding; For a great King am I, says the LORD of hosts, and my name will be feared among the nations. (Malachi 1:1-14, NAB)
We would do well to pay attention to God’s respect training through Malachi, for the same dynamics often apply today, and we frequently fail to see them. When we compare the attention that we give to preparing ourselves for a court appearance, for a job interview or for attending a funeral to the ways that we prepare to meet with God it often reveals that we do not demonstrate by our behaviors that we value our meeting with God as much as we do other meetings. If we examine the things that we give to God, our donations, our diligence, our follow-through or attention to time and details, with the things that we give for a friend’s wedding or the work that we render at our jobs, how does our service to God fare in the comparison? I wonder if God would say to us today, “Try treating your friend’s wedding like you treat my worship time. See how she’d appreciate it! Try giving your boss the work you give me, see how long you stay at that job and how many promotions you get!” 
We understand the basics of respect if we have the capacity to show respect to any others. Perhaps the issue is not about whether or not we know how to respect, but about who and what we have chosen to respect. Perhaps the remediation we need is about our choices of who and what to regard. Further, perhaps it is God’s compassion that somewhat rudely calls us to attention about our need for this remedial training.
Oddly enough, non-religious people will often “get” as obvious the things that we religious people fail to see. A non-religious person could probably give us the same advice about showing up to meet with God or about serving God as we would give a job interviewee: 1) Arrive on time 2) Be prepared 3) Be interested about the one you are meeting with 4) Dress nicely 5) Be well-groomed 6) Don’t talk badly about others 7) Don’t talk about the benefits to you 8) Do research ahead of time; know about the institution and the person 9) Be polite (e.g., don’t interrupt; don’t take a seat unless asked; don’t slouch, eat, talk on the cell-phone, or text). 
As we saw before, these tips could be distilled into one simple rule: “Show respect and value though appropriate behavior.” The basic standard for religious life is respect. This means having and showing regard for others in our behavior. The standard of Christian Excellence is reverence. This is a level of respect for God that takes into account that he is the High King of all, one who is to be feared and loved at the same time. It is respect that stays grounded in holy awe, which shows through in our behaviors of worship, conduct and service.
May we live this reverence for God in such a way that his name is accounted highly in all the Earth. May our light so shine before people that they may see our actions and glorify our Father in Heaven!
May the Lord’s compassion and favor rest upon you! 
See you Sunday!

-Pastor Adam

