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underclass, which is very convenient for those who wish to exploit them, but it frays the 

threads of connection between people and sows mistrust within communities and 

between groups of people. It means that the rich get richer and the poor get poorer, all 

while we sit in our lovely homes in our safe neighborhoods. We might say we love the 

underdog, but when it comes to oppression in America, there are very few Cinderella 

stories. 

Because here’s the sneaky little secret about blessing and curse: God doesn’t need 

to send natural disasters or invading marauders. We’ll take care of the curse on our 

own, destroying ourselves from within. 

When I think of Moses standing on that plain and looking into the eyes of his weary, 

but excited followers, I hear the words, not of a prophet, but of a parent: “Choose life. If 

you don’t, you are in for a world of trouble.” I hear the pain of leaving in his voice, the 

anguish of realizing that what has come before will probably happen again. I hear the 

silence after his speech and wonder how the people will respond. And in the silence 

now, how will we? 
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security and a loaf of bread for their own families and not looking out for each other, 

they ceased to live as a cohesive nation. They made themselves vulnerable to the 

workings of the large, oppressive regimes that surrounded them. When they abandoned 

the Ten Best Ways to Live, they instead chose the Twenty or One Hundred or A 

Thousand Seemingly-OK-but-Actually-Quite-Dangerous Ways to Live, and they paid the 

price. 

This weekend at the Texas Baptist Women in Ministry Conference, we had the 

privilege of hearing from the Rev. Dr. Renita Weems. Dr. Weems is an Old Testament 

scholar, a professor, a preacher, a writer, and an African-American woman. She asked 

us, as women seeking to lead and to be recognized as leaders in churches and 

ministries, “So, what happens when you get there? What happens when you get the 

title, or the salary, or the respect? What happens when you finally get a seat at the 

table? Is that justice? Or is it ‘just us’?” We cannot live as “just us.” That is the way of 

death and destruction. 

You see, if we pat ourselves on the back for not bowing down to a golden calf, when 

all we’ve done is break it into little pieces that we can shove in our pockets and hoard, 

that is the path of destruction. 

If we allow people to judge and oppress our LGBT brothers and sisters and never 

even stop to listen to their stories, that is the way of destruction. 

If we demonize an entire religion because of the actions of a few, but stay silent 

when white Christians perpetrate horrendous violence, that is the way of destruction.  

If we consign children in poverty to bankrupt schools, but get our few pennies back 

from the state so our kids be around other “good kids,” that is the way of destruction. 

And while we can discuss the economic and social and political results of 

immigration and we can faithfully come to different conclusions about how we should 

proceed, if people who are paid to represent us can walk into homes unannounced and 

tear mothers and fathers away from vulnerable children, and we shut our eyes and shut 

our ears and shut our mouths, that, my friends, is not the way of life. That is the path of 

death. That is life for me, mine, and ours, but death for the other.  

We can’t choose life for just us. We have to choose life for our neighbors as well. If 

we don’t, there are a lot of political and social ramifications. We create a permanent 
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near to you.” This isn’t complicated, but it does require us to put others before 

ourselves, and, quite frankly, sometimes I would prefer not to. 

Remember the little game we played a few minutes ago? How unfair of me to make 

you choose between just 2 things! Honestly, it’s downright un-American. Don’t want 

Coke or Pepsi? How about Dr. Pepper or root beer, Sprite or Fanta. And Italian vs. 

Mexican is so limiting! There are Greek, Chinese, Lebanese, Indian, Thai, Brazilian, 

Ethiopian, Korean restaurants, not to mention plain old American home cooking. And of 

course, why force myself to be a Longhorn or an Aggie, when I could be a Horned Frog 

or a Bobcat, a Red Raider, a Roadrunner, or even an Owl. Oh, and yes – a Bear. 

Have you ever taken a personality test? Sometimes they have you rate yourself on a 

continuum from “completely agree” to “completely disagree” with options in the middle – 

things like “I enjoy bringing people together,” or “I find it easy to stay relaxed in stressful 

situations.” But other tests ask binary questions that I don’t really understand. Like 

these, found on the Enneagram test: 

“I’ve been appreciated for my (1) unsinkable spirit and great sense of humor, or (2) 

quiet strength and exceptional generosity.” What if I’m all those things? Or: 

“I have generally been (1) an outgoing, sociable person, or (2) an earnest, self-

disciplined person.” Why are these opposites? I AM A SPECIAL SNOWFLAKE and so 

are you. I can be all these things! I resist binaries! 

Moses is speaking in a binary that we don’t like. We want to be the special 

snowflakes. When Moses says, literally, “This is life or death,” don’t you wonder if 

there’s maybe another way? Is it that stark? Maybe it’s “life and blessings,” “death and 

curses,” or “basic existence and general okay-ness.” It doesn’t sound exciting, but when 

I hear about what I’m going to have to do in order to “choose life,” it’s kind of daunting. A 

middle of the road life sounds pretty good. Problem is, middle of the road is where you 

get flattened. 

The biblical writers say that God judged Israel for its unfaithfulness. But I wonder if 

there’s a little bit of deflection there on the part of the writers. Because when the 

Israelite people chose to live in ways that contradicted the covenant to which they had 

pledged themselves, they weakened the fabric of their communities and of their society 

as a whole. They weren’t trying to choose death outright, but in just settling for basic 
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Best Ways to Live. Rather than seeing the Ten Commandments as something onerous 

that God has imposed upon us from on high, it calls us to view them as an invitation to a 

meaningful life.  

We sometimes treat the Ten Best Ways as a personal manifesto. “I won’t murder or 

steal or lie or cheat on my spouse, and then I’ll get blessings.” But Jesus says that all 

the commandments – all 613 of the laws and regulations fleshed out in the Torah, and 

the Ten Commandments with them – all of these boil down to two things: Love the Lord 

your God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength, and love your neighbor as 

yourself. 

The Ten Best Ways isn’t just a list of personal ethics. It’s about how we ought to live 

in community, how we should treat our neighbors. When Moses writes in Deuteronomy 

about the covenant demands, he writes, “You shall also love the stranger, for you were 

strangers in the land of Egypt.” He writes, “You shall not see your neighbor’s donkey or 

ox fallen on the road and ignore it; you shall help to lift it up.” He writes, “If there is 

among you anyone in need, do not be hard-hearted or tight-fisted toward your needy 

neighbor. You should rather open your hand, willingly lending enough to meet the need, 

whatever it may be.” 

And indeed, these are the best ways to live. Because what happens when we 

choose not to live by the Ten Best Ways? What happens when we speak of God in vain 

– improperly? We co-opt the name of God for personal purposes and drive away those 

who want to know God, but cannot sign up for our political views. 

What happens when we bear false witness? We break the trust that we need 

between one another to be able to function as a community.  

What happens when we break our marriage vows? If we put lust above fidelity, we 

teach our children that the only thing that matters is if *I* am happy, no matter the cost 

to anyone else. 

What happens when we covet our neighbor’s stuff? Well, guess what: it’s hard to 

show love to people when I’m busy wishing that I had their shoes.  

Putting others’ needs ahead of our own can be really tough. Moses says, in the few 

verses that precede today’s text, “Look, this is not too hard or too far away. It is not in 

heaven or across the ocean. No, the word is in your mouth and in your heart. It is very 
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Josiah met with the prophetess Huldah to read the scroll, they found a clarion call to 

renew the covenant. While we can’t be sure, scholars associate that lost-and-found 

scroll with the portion of Deuteronomy that contains today’s text. In the book of 2 Kings, 

we read: 2 Kings 23:1-3                                              

Wow. And also, here we go again. The people continually devote themselves to 

God, then fall away. They promise to follow the life-giving path, then wander off into the 

weeds and fall into a ditch. As a reader, I find it infuriating. As a follower of God, I have 

sympathy. 

Moses sets before us a clear choice – life or death. “Choose life” makes a pithy 

slogan, but do we actually know what it means? 

When we study Deuteronomy, we talk about blessings and curses. We say that 

living according to God’s instructions results in blessing, and living in opposition to 

God’s instructions results in curse. This is a very convenient theology for affluent 

Americans, isn’t it? Prosperity preachers love it. “Yes, I travel on a private airplane, and 

I’m not going to apologize, because it is clearly a sign that God loves me and thinks I’m 

doing a great job at life. I’m very sorry that you live in a hovel, but you can fix that right 

up if you donate to my jet fuel fund.” 

This way of looking at scripture is dangerous. It leads to the demonization of the 

poor. It inspires people to forgo medical treatment, believing that if they obey God’s 

commandments, they will not get sicker. And ultimately, it drives people away from faith 

in God. Because God’s honest truth is that the rain falls on the just and the unjust, and 

there’s not a dang thing we can do about it. 

But what if we were to look at this idea, not as a prescription, but as a description? 

Not as something that God does to us, but an image of what we become if we continue 

down the wrong path. If we realized that living in the ways that God commands leads to 

a life of fullness and community, and that refusing to live in those ways brings 

emptiness and isolation. 

In some of our children’s Sunday School classes, we use an approach called Godly 

Play. It’s an imaginative approach to scripture, in which we wonder our way into the 

story. If you’re interested, I could talk to you privately for hours, but what I want to say 

this morning is how much I love the Mount Sinai story in Godly Play. It’s called The Ten 
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forty years in the wilderness? That’s gotta make a person weary. Bone tired. Less like 

Charlton Heston in “The Ten Commandments,” more like Wilford Brimley in “Cocoon.”  

The covenant first made at Sinai – when the people of God had been swept out of 

Egypt by God’s hand and preserved in the wilderness – that covenant had been broken 

before Moses even got back down from the mountain. Now, so many years later, Moses 

is on the verge of death, barred (as a result of his own anger and impatience) from 

entering the promise toward which he has journeyed his whole blamed life. Standing in 

Moab and looking out over a land to which he will never go, Moses says, “It’s time to 

make a decision.” He has one last chance to warn the people, to guide them toward a 

hopeful future. “Choose life,” he says, “because the other way will destroy you.” 

And what is the people’s response? The text is completely silent. But lifelong 

students of the Bible, as many of you are, already know. If the people said yes to Moses 

that day, it certainly didn’t last long. Though prophets come and go, though tabernacle 

and temple host really terrific worship services, the people don’t choose the ways of life. 

A stark choice – an easy choice, it would seem – is placed before them, and they 

choose the wrong path. 

You see, Deuteronomy is the hinge, placed between the ancient stories of the 

people and the official histories that begin with the book of Joshua. The official story 

begins with the conquest of Canaan. The struggles and the wanderings, the grumbling 

and the complaining, all of these are Wilderness ways. The “real” story includes 

invasions and conquests, judges and prophets, and then, because the people of Israel 

wanted to be like everybody else, there were kings. And with kings come complications 

and conspiracies. Adversaries and allies. Official treaties and backroom deals. The 

political and military fights would end with the kingdom divided into two states, 

coexisting, if a bit restlessly. 

In the southern kingdom, many years after Moses called God’s people to make their 

choice, King Josiah would have to deal with the consequences of all those 

complications. Judah was a vassal state, paying tribute to the Assyrians to stave off 

invasion, no longer self-determining. And then a priest in the Temple found an old scroll 

that nobody seemed to have ever read. Where had it been all this time? Was it hidden 

during wartime? Was it misplaced by the cleaning lady? We don’t know, but when 
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I’m worried about the sugar high that has now dipped very low and the caffeine 

buzz that has worn off and so we’re going to play a little game this morning to make 

sure you’re awake. For this game, you only need one hand. I will give you two options, 

and you will indicate which you would choose by where you put your hand.  

• Coke or Pepsi 

• Italian food or Mexican food 

• Superman or Spiderman 

• Longhorns or aggies 

• Spurs or Mavericks 

• Life or death 

 

Well, that one feels like a real no-brainer. Life – or death? Uh, I guess I’ll go with life. 

That’s like asking, “Would you rather have a million dollars or a knuckle sandwich?”  

But this is the question that Moses puts to the people today at the end of 

Deuteronomy. We’re at the end of the Torah, the first five books of the Hebrew Bible, 

traditionally attributed to Moses. These books contain wonderings about the beginning 

of all things, stories of good and evil and their consequences, promises to ancient 

ancestors, action-packed accounts of rogues and swindlers. They are filled with stories 

of faithful men and women – and stories of men and women who chose to go another 

way. It’s the beginning of the history of a people who love God and who obey God’s 

commandments, and, in what seems like the very next breath, forget what God has 

done and chase after other loves. 

In these books we find the story of the Hebrew hero, Moses. He has a really cool 

backstory. Can you hear the voiceover? “Saved from certain death by life-choosing 

Hebrew midwives, set adrift in a basket and raised by a princess. A murderer, a fugitive, 

a marked man. A troublemaker sent by God to pester the Pharaoh. A leader of slaves, a 

parter of seas, a friend of God.” Pretty great, right? But by the time we get here, after 


