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 “If you were an animal, what kind of animal would you be?”  Our 8yr. old 

grandson has discovered the joy of Kids Messenger.  And the joy (for him anyway) of 

any number of completely arbitrary questions like, “if you could would you be a barber, 

or a chef?”  As if those are the only two logical choices in life.  Would you rather have a 

pet snake or a pet spider.  Honestly, neither!  “Would you rather ride a dragon or a 

whale?”  Hmmm… death by drowning, or charred to a crisp while plummeting to the 

ground.  Like being between a rock and a hard place.  Neither answer good; the choice 

between two bad options, no choice at all.  But I answer, because it’s a game.  It’s silly, 

fun, a way to connect in the midst of COVID.  And in the end, I send him some kind of 

emoji of a fire-breathing dragon with smoke rising from a pile of ashes.  And we laugh.  

And pretty soon I hear it again—the dinging of my phone—and I wonder; will I eat a 

worm or brussel sprouts?  If I could be a shape what shape would I be?   

 Well, take away the silly and there is something more to this game.  That it trains 

our kids to a very narrow understanding of our world.  A world of very few possibilities 

and a false dualism that pits one against the other.  Where we need to choose the best 

answer, the only answer, the only interpretation.  Either/or scenarios are like that.  

They narrow the field of our focus, push us towards a desired outcome or 

understanding.  So now, what do you hear as I say these three small words, “Thou 

Shalt Not!” What is God’s desired outcome?  Is there any possibility in these words?  

Oh, hold on a sec.  My phone is beeping again.  Oh, It’s an emoji of God, like an angry 

fire-breathing dragon.  Did you get it too?  Let us pray. 
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 “God spoke all these words.”  Already I’m confused.  Something’s missing.  I 

mean shouldn’t it say, “God spoke these commandments?”  But no, “words,” is what it 

says.  Words, like conversation.  Weird.  Anyway, you know it; I know it.  Command-

ments—10 of them, do’s, don’ts—it’s what this is about.  I have a picture in my head, 

don’t you?  Charlton Heston on a mountain top. Sky dark.  A violent storm.  Fierce 

winds.  Pommeling rain.  Lightning bolts from heaven.  The angry God raining down 

the “Thou Shalt Nots” or else version we know we can’t even begin to get right.  The 

scary God I heard and grew up with as a child.  The fire-breathing dragon God.  Well, 

didn’t you?  That’s why only Moses goes up the mountain.  That’s why all the smoke 

and rumbling.  So we would stay away.  Not end up like charred cartoon emojis with 

sooty faces and smoke rising from our ears.  Well, that’s what my Dad used to tell me 

when I was a kid, anyway.  That to see God was to die.  But lately I’m not too sure. 

 Anyway, I’ll get back to you on that.  Because here comes Moses.  With those 

two tablets carved of stone.  The second set.  Because he broke the first ones, but 

that’s another story too.  “These are the words God spoke,” Moses says.  Then he 

clears his throat and begins.  “I am the Lord your God who brought you out of the land 

of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.”  Ok… I thought this was going to be about 

either/or’s and or else’s.  You know, things we have to do.  Because we have screwed 

up in the past.  Like when Moses went up that mountain the first time.  And it seemed 

so long.  Maybe we thought he was a goner, that he actually did die up there.  That we 

were truly on our own, running out of options.  So, we built a golden calf, an idol, a god 

of our own.  There was raucous, partying, debauchery, sacrifice.  We were not our best 
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selves.  Truth is, we can’t hide the worst of who we are; especially when this either/or 

world threatens our survival; like it threatens you too.  When we believe the lie that we 

are out of options.  What we did then?  The outward celebration; the worship of idols of 

our hands?  I think we trying to cover up for the depth of our reality and fear.  And it 

was right at that very moment, Moses comes strolling in.  We were seen for who we 

really are.  And that’s when Moses broke the tablets.   

So, you can see why I thought this was going to be about God setting limits to 

keep us in line.  But this?  It sounds quite different.  Did you hear it?  The very first 

words God speaks?  Not commands at all, but relationship words, words about our 

history together; where we have come from.  “I am the Lord your God who brought you 

out of Egypt; out of the house of slavery.  I was just a baby then.  I didn’t know the 

slavery; I am second gen in this wilderness.  But my dad always told me stories late at 

night, when the pillar of fire burned and blazed in the darkness.  Told me about the 

slavery, the cruelty, the hunger.  You know about this too.  Isn’t your world crying out in 

anguish too?  Just like the people who cried out in their slavery and anguish to God? 

So do you think it’s what God is saying?  “I am the Lord your God who hears; 

who heard your cries.”  And then Pharaoh chased us down.  And it was damned if we 

do, and damned if we don’t; a world of very few possibilities—on one side certain 

slaughter, on the other death by drowning—where two bad choices is really no choice 

at all.  But suddenly God was opening wide a future right in front of our very eyes!  An 

option we never thought of.  God parted the waters; brought us safely to the other side.  
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And even then, we weren’t alone, not abandoned, not lost.  God led us in a cloud by 

day and that blazing pillar of fire by night.  I was afraid of the fire.  Never dared to draw 

near for fear God would consume me.  But it was always there—the fire; God always 

with us, ever drawing near.  Even when we complained.  Longed to be back in Egypt, 

where Dad said there was always some stew or meat roasting on the fire.  Not for the 

slaves, mind you.  But this is wilderness territory.  No venison, no water, no idea where 

our next meal is coming from; no stew or worms or brussels to eat.  My belly rumbled, 

ached.  The hunger deep, agonizing.  We should have known to trust God.  But we 

didn’t.  Who would?  We believed the false dualism of our either/or world.  That God 

abandoned us; otherwise we wouldn’t be in this predicament.  We saw no option; no 

possibility of God in this scenario.  But still, after all that, God gave us bread from 

heaven, water from a rock, quails, everything we needed.  “I am the Lord your God.”   

It’s what God is saying, don’t you think?  Remember…“I am the Lord your God who 

brought you out of Egypt; out of the house of slavery.  I am the Lord your God who heard 

your cries.  I am the Lord your God who parted the waters of the Red Sea and brought 

you safely to dry land.  I am the Lord your God who led you in a cloud by day and a 

blazing pillar of fire by night.  I am the Lord your God who gave you water from the rock 

and bread from heaven in your hunger and your thirst. I am the Lord your God—we have 

a history together.  I am always drawing near, always drawing you near.  You are the 

people—my people—I have saved.” 

These words, the first words God speaks are words of relationship.  Words of the 

journey, the thick-and-thin; words that remind us of the faithful God we have been in 
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relationship with for generations.  Who has been in relationship with us even though we 

have not been faithful.  Even when we still go about to serve the long-standing gods who 

have been worshipped among us—money, property, fame, power, self-reliance.  The 

long-standing gods we all worship even today.  Still God has brought us here.  God is and 

has been leading, calling us from death into life.i  So, what Dad said?  What the world 

believes; maybe you too?  That the commandments, these words, these, “thou shalt 

not’s;” are a heavy-handed edict from a punishing, angry God?  I’m not so sure.  History 

says something different.  Our history with God, the world’s history with God speaks about 

God’s intention—the intention for life.  An intention spoken in the first words of God over 

creation; an intention for life lived deep within God’s promises.  The intention for us to live 

deep within God’s covenant; God’s relationship of love and life and grace.  Where have 

you known this love and life and grace?  What is your history with God?  And if you were a 

commandment, what shape would you be?  It’s not an arbitrary question.  Because the 

way we see God affects how we live in this world.ii 

And now the words we are all familiar with.  The “Thou Shalt Nots.”  Maybe they 

seem hammer-shaped to you.  But after all God has done, and done for life—could it be 

there is a lot more possibility in these commands of God; these relationship words, these 

community words?  Because in my mind, in my heart, deep in my soul; these words—the 

commandments begin to paint a picture of the life God gives and hopes for all people.  A 

life in which there will be work and rest and faithfulness; a life where all people and all 

creation will be valued and honoured.iii  Where we speak the best truth about and 

encourage one another.  Where no one is disadvantaged for the sake of another.  Where 

the hungry are fed and the thirsty find water; where all people are nourished and fed and 
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flourish.   A life where we are never abandoned, isolated or alone, never left to our own 

devices, but called to leave behind our constructed gods to live in relationship—to walk 

hand in hand on the journey with one another and with God.  A life where God entrusts 

and empowers us to action; where we are gifted with the very name and vision of God!iv  

To work, participate, to be part of the life and kingdom of God we all hunger and thirst for.  

This is not simply a journey.  But we are a people on the move—moving in the possibility 

of what lies ahead. v  Moving in God’s covenant of grace.  In the gift, the heart-shaped, 

cross-shaped command—to walk with God in and into the limitless, and wide-open 

possibilities of life.  Sounds unrealistic doesn’t it? 

But this is God’s promise.  And it is God’s call.  Especially now.  When our world 

looks like wilderness.  When we are between a rock and a hard place.  When God seems 

far away.  When we are out of options and fall back on the gods we construct for 

ourselves.  When not only this world but we, too, are at our worst.  It is then.  It is now.  It 

is always.  From the very beginning of creation, God’s intention; God’s shape has always 

been relationship, love, life, grace.   And into every wilderness, God speaks the very first 

words of life.  The first Word of our creation.  The first Word of Christ on the cross, 

“Remember.  I am.  I am the Lord your God.  We have a history together.  I am always 

drawing near, always drawing you near.  You are the people—my people—I have saved.  

This is the world I am saving.  Remember.  I am with you.  And I am bringing you from 

death into life.  Amen. 
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