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In the 1970’s Readers’ Digest, can you remember that small magazine, a compendium of articles, books and jokes from other sources meant to help those who were either far away from the original written sources or too lazy to read the whole thing, Reader’s Digest editors said they were going to produce the “Readers’ Digest Bible”, a condensed version of the world’s best selling book.



I am not sure if it was Dr. Elam Davies of the Bethlehem Presbyterian Church or Dr. David H.C. Read of the Madison Avenue Presbyterian Church in New York, but one of them said that that was exactly what the world did not need because each of us already has one of these condensed versions, made up of only those parts of scripture we feel are important to us or that we have heard over and over.  We each have our own favorite stories and passages and if you are part of the old school of religion you may even have had to commit certain parts of scripture to memory.  Perhaps you can recite John 3:16, “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believes in him may not perish but have everlasting life.”  I learned it in the King James Version.



In any event, each of us, if we are to be honest, walks around with and perhaps even bases our life on select portions of scripture.



I would guess that because of this, the three-year lectionary was created where, rather than focusing just on their favorite passages in the Bible, preachers are forced to deal with passages they might not normally turn to.  A good plan.



Yet, while it is a good plan, not always do the selected passages and verses selected in the lectionary speak to the preacher.



In looking at our passages for tonight from Isaiah, The Gospel of Mark, and Paul’s first letter to the church in Corinth and given the election year we are all experiencing this year, it was Paul’s words in I Corinthians that seemed to resonate with me as Paul spoke of what looks to outsiders watching him, looked like a rather chameleon like person of faith who became like each group he was interacting with in order to win them to his message.  It reminded me of some if not all candidates who try to say things to each group they face that will please the audience in order to win them over.



But, I thought I might get into too much hot water if the illustrations or examples struck too close to home.



Perhaps the passage from Mark which focuses on some of the healing ministry of Jesus.  One could find, perhaps great comfort, in this passage, unless you are one of those who did not get to the proper spot in time to be healed.



Or maybe it is in the classic passage from the prophet Isaiah that speaks of the God who unlike us, never grows weary, and is ready to strengthen those who are weak and tired so that they will rise on wings like eagles.  Perhaps that is the passage you would most like to see or hear highlighted this evening.



But, dare I admit it, none of these passages became the focus of my thinking this week.



Rather, I have been drawn in the past few weeks as I have read and listened to the political discourse in our country and as I hear about the divisions in our denomination and others to be drawn to look at scripture for some guidance to be able to interpret what we are going through.



And here I have to confess that I go back to what, for me, is the central message of this book, of scripture, and containing one of my Reader’s Digest Condensed Version of the Bible, that helps me to evaluate my own life and the message of others.



The concept that is key, it seems to me, is that God first love us.  God first bestows grace on us, and that all else follows from that.



However, I feel that all too often the way we live our lives, the way we behave is that we have earned that love or earned that grace and that we are entitled to it.  Moreover, over the course of religious history we have laid out a bunch of rules, a standard of behavior, various books of order if you will that often get substituted for or confused with this “God loving us first” concept.



The reward is to come to those who earn it, not those who feel entitled to it without working.  We all have our own condensed Version of what we have to do in order to claim that prize of God’s love and Grace.



How we confuse and distort this message in this book, which I believe to be central and fundamental.  Lord knows there are plenty of passage that lead us in that direction as they highlight bad things happening to the people of God when they stray from God’s ways.  The prophets in the Old Testament are particularly good at raising this fear tactic to straighten people out.



Yet it seems pivotal at least to my theology, that if love and grace as rewards are to be based on us earning them, then we are fighting a losing battle.  For if you feel those gifts of God are earned, then when, when things go wrong in your life you are left with the question “What did I do to deserve this?”



Now while it is eminently provable that we do often get what we deserve, the message of this book for me that keeps me going is that we get so much more tat we don’t deserve.  And it is not until we live our lives in response to that theology that things will change at a deeper level.



Of course there is a great danger in loving first, in showing grace to others before they have been vetted so to speak.  You can get hurt when your love and grace makes you vulnerable to others who may have a mean intent.



But then again this book “The Bible” doesn’t pretend otherwise.  After all when Samson showed his point of vulnerability he was brought to death because of it.  When Moses gave his all to lead the people of God out of Egypt to the Promised Land he too did not live to get the prize.  But central to the story of our faith is the person of Jesus, God showing us that love and forgiveness can be and are vulnerable and what did we do and what do we continue to do, we crucify the concept rather than embrace it.



I worry when I hear those in our political discourse using the word entitled in a pejorative way when all of life’s blessings are to be seen as something earned otherwise you shouldn’t have them.



I kept wondering what kind of radical experience it would be if we let God’s gift of grace, love and forgiveness, come to us a s a starting point and the each person would live his or her life in response to that gift rather than trying to earn it.



We get this gift of grace and love and forgiveness because we are creatures of God, not because we have earned it.  But what we do as a response to that gift determines if people respond to the message or not.



And what I fear these days is that what we are doing in response is turning off people from the both politics and from religion and from the church.



So, as the year progresses this is one of the filters I use to evaluate the words and actions of politicians, pundits and preachers, especially ones who put themselves out there as Christians.  Is the focus on creating systems and programs that talk of earning a reward or is it “what are we doing now that we have the gift?”



We begin this evening talking about the condensed version of the Bible that each of us probably has.  I just want us to examine which lens we are using to even read this book.



When the group seeking to form a new branch of our denomination uses the word “infallible” to describe how they feel scripture should be viewed, I worry.  For I think the real meaning behind that is that it is their view of Scripture that is to be infallible.  For the root of all our divisions of the faith down through history is how each group has viewed this book.



What I would like to suggest tonight is that the lens we use in taking our view be the lens of God’s generous gift of love and grace and forgiveness given before we do anything to earn it but once accepted the lens should be the way that we, the recipients are to treat others within and outside the faith.



We are entitled not because of anything we have done but because of the gracious gift of God.  It is not a cheap grace my friends.  That is why the cross s its reminder!

