20 February 2011 SERMON ‘An Ethical Identity’  Allister Lane
Leviticus 19:1–4, 9–18
Matthew 5:38–48
Over the recent summer months, as I’ve been walking the city streets of Wellington, I’ve observed groups of people with a distinct and recognisable identity (I’m not talking about costumed revellers of the Rugby Sevens).
This group of people usually walk in pairs, are often in white clothing, generally of an advancing age, sometimes with knee-high walk socks, and usually an unashamed amount of bling!

Can you guess the identity of the people I’m talking about...?

People off the cruise ships.

Travelling from port to port they incarnate a little of the opulence and extravagance found on board these floating five star hotels.

What would people observing us recognise about our identity?

It strikes me that the Bible readings we have heard today locate our identity within the long and magnificent story of God and God’s people. We are people of the story. We find our identity and our true potential as people in the initiative shown by God throughout history.
God shares with us that which is God’s.

God creates lavishly, and with high expectations.

God intends us to echo the character of God: “You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy.” (Lev 19:2)

Is this a promise?  “You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy.”

Or is it an ethical expectation? “You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy.”

Could it be both?

Certainly God gives us a role to play in our own holiness. This is evident in the explicit and specific commandments that follow this ‘introduction of derived holiness’.
Sounding like, and in some case repeating, the Ten Commandments it is important for us to appreciate the context of this chunk of Levitical legal code.

The greater story around this snippet of ethical code is a people who were once slaves in Egypt but who have been rescued by the God who hears their cry. (Exodus 3:7)   This story of Exodus is a story of identity for the People of God.
God not only rescues them FROM slavery, God rescues them FOR something.

God tells Moses in that burning-bush moment that the sign of God’s presence is that “when you have brought the people out of Egypt, you shall worship God on this mountain.” (Exodus 3:12)

God rescues the people from slavery FOR a life of worship. 

And worship involves a life of holiness; 

life lived to full potential; 

life that echoes the character of God.

God gives the people an identity.

The Israelites know the suffering and the pain of being exploited by others; they have experienced the misery of oppression. 
And now that they have been rescued, as their identity emerges, God speaks to them and makes it very clear they are to be a different people to their former taskmasters.
Rob Bell describes that this emerging identity is:

“God wanting them to be the ‘anti-Egypt’”
.

They are not to fall into patterns of dehumanising exploitation the same as Egypt. So God is teaching them, guiding them what it means to live as an authentic human community.

The level of practical detail is remarkable and we can detect the influences on many of our current practices in: employment conditions, social welfare, criminal law, business ethics, judicial conduct and availability.

So how did the people of Israel get on? 

Well it’d be fair to say ‘imperfectly’. But as we know God does not give up.

The story of God tells us that God summoned the people back to holiness, reminding them of their identity through the ranting of those annoying prophets. Throughout history God remained faithful.
And then came Jesus.

Acknowledged as God’s only begotten Son, Jesus is the revelation of the invisible God (Jn 14:9), as well as the fulfilment of all humanity is created to be. Jesus shows us the identity of God, and shows us OUR true identity. Identifying fully with our human condition, Jesus shares what is ours and, sharing with us what is his from the Father, imbues us with holiness.

In today’s New Testament passage, Jesus’ teaching continues in the Sermon on the Mount. 

Consistent within the story of God we see hear these as imperatives of holiness. Jesus is teaching us an identity that is inseparable from ethics.

It is an identity that is unique. As we heard in Jesus’ teaching last week: we are to be salt and light for the world – we are to offer something unique; we are to reflect God’s love with clarity and conviction.
Jesus challenges us to recognise and live up to our unique identity: “...if you love those who love you, don’t the tax-collectors do the same? And if you greet only your brothers and sisters,* what more are you doing than others? Do not even the Gentiles do the same?” (Matt 5:46-47)

Jesus challenges us not to be like those around us, but to be like....?

To be like God: “Be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” (Matt 5:48)

Wow! That’s a unique identity alright – and should terrify us, that God thinks that much of us.

I can relate to this comment by Mark Twain: “It isn’t the parts of the Bible that I can't understand that bother me, it is the parts that I do understand.”

Without getting into the theological minutiae of the tension between faith and works (which is primarily a question of salvation anyway) we can recognise from these passages that God takes our response seriously, linking our identity to divine holiness and wanting us to perpetuate this holiness in human relationships, thereby living in a new and unique way and bringing dignity to ourselves and others.
So, it is worth our while reflecting on how we shall be holy.

How are we the Salt and Light for the world?

How are we unique?

How are we ‘weird’?

It seems to me that if we took seriously the ethical imperatives we’ve heard read today, we’d have an identity that would make us very weird compared to those around us.
1/   We would have an attitude to material possessions that had a less tight sense of ownership.

We’d be less inclined to demand our individual rights.

We’d be people who don’t seek maximum retribution through the criminal justice system.
We would be less litigious.

2/   We would treat the environment differently. 

Most around us have some anxiety about the degradation of the environment (such is the advanced state of the degradation) but Leviticus is an ancient sacred text that speaks about God’s expectation that the welfare of others should part of our consideration in how we treat the natural environment.

“When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap to the very edges of your field, or gather the gleanings of your harvest. You shall not strip your vineyard bare, or gather the fallen grapes of your vineyard; you shall leave them for the poor and the alien...” 

(Lev 19:9-10)
Taking that seriously, we would consider the impact on others in our treatment of the natural environment.  We would be less casual with the likely consequences of our actions – we would consider the welfare of those in low-lying areas at risk from rising sea levels. 

We would consider those whose livelihoods are put at risk because of our choices.

We would consider the welfare of those yet to be born in our actions today.
3/   In our relationships, we would not look what we can get out of others (we wouldn’t see anyone as exploitable) rather, we would look for what we can give.
We would understand reverence for parents (which may help us revere God more too).

We would see dignity in others, and recognise that as the reason why we would not take advantage of them for our own gain.

We would see the poor, the vulnerable, the addicted and enslaved, the disabled, the powerless – and rather than putting distance between us and them, we would recognise our proximity.

We would respond with love rather than contempt.

We would develop the non-instinctive response of loving our enemies.  We would HAVE enemies! We’d get past a false need for Christian niceness and respect people enough to disagree with them, especially when they conduct themselves in opposition to God’s goodness and enslave and exploit others.  
Living this way has a real sense of transformation about it.
Thanks be to the God who gives us an identity of holiness 
and directs our living to change the world with love.
Amen.
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