“Crossing Jordan”

2Kings 2:1, 6-13

Galatians 5:1, 13-15, 22-26
May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our heart be acceptable to you, O Lord, my Rock and my Redeemer. Amen.

Freedom: nothing speaks to it quite like those immortal words of Exodus 9:1 “Let my people go!” These are the words God told Moses to say directly to pharaoh. “Let my people go!” Ten plagues later Moses stands at the shore of the Sea of Reeds, lifts up his staff and stretches out his hand over the Sea, the waters part and God’s people proceed. The Egyptians pursue them but are swallowed up as God commands Moses to lift his staff to make the waters to tumble down upon them.

The image of God making a dry path through the sea – of a miraculous intervention that allows the Israelites to cross over from slavery to freedom is embroidered into our national subconscious - from the time of the Puritans crossing over the ocean this story has framed our national experience of release from injustice from 1863 to 1920 to the 1960’s and beyond.
Today on July 4 we remember an event that took place not thousands of years ago but 234 years ago. However, in both the Exodus story and the Second Continental Congress story the freedom from slavery and from political bondage is only part of the story.

In Exodus God said, “Let my people go that they may serve me.” God did not just deliver his people from slavery – he delivered them for something – they became a people set a part holy to the Lord. So when they arrived on the other shore they were not free in our modern sense. It took the Israelites forty years and many painful lessons to understand what God meant by, “Let my people go that they may serve me.” 
We know what happened: the Ten Commandments, the Golden Calf, remorse, judgment: they would wander in the desert for 40 years and the privilege of entering the Promised Land would fall to the next generation. And just before they entered the promised Land God said to Moses, “Ascend this mountain and view the land that I am giving the Israelites, you shall die there on the mountain because you broke faith with me at the waters of Meribath. Although you may view the land from a distance, you shall not enter it.” 
It was Joshua who watched as the waters stood still and it is he who lead the second generation of the twelve tribes of Israel across the Jordan River, as if on dry land, into Canaan. The Jordan River is not the Red Sea. It is not an escape route from slavery but a threshold into new life into Canaan to inherit the promise made to Abraham and Isaac and Jacob.

Ancient listeners understood the parallel between Moses and Joshua who lived at the time of patriarchs in 1200 BC and Elijah and Elisha who lived during the reign of Kings in 850 BC. While the subject shifts from a chosen people inheriting a land called Canaan to a prophet named Elisha inheriting the mantle of prophecy from Elijah both must cross over the Jordan River.
We just heard of the second Jordan River crossing when the waters of the Jordan part “until the two of them crossed on dry ground.” Elijah is taken up to heaven in a whirlwind and a chariot of fire and his mantle falls to the ground. Then Elisha picks up the mantle and stands alone on the bank of the Jordan River.

After Elijah crosses the Jordan and crosses over into heaven, Elisha stands alone for the moment. This story appears again in the words of prophet Malachi in the very last words of the Old Testament, “Lo, I will send you the prophet Elijah before the great and terrible day of the Lord comes. He will turn the hearts of parents to their children and the hearts of children to their parents, so that I will not strike the land with a curse.”

A promise linked to our children and draped in love. Love is what brought Elisha to the river bank. Elijah had told him three times to remain behind but Elisha followed. Seeing this, Elijah has a change of heart and speaks to Elisha as a father to a son – speaks of inheritance of a first-born son: “double” which in Jewish law meant 2/3 of his property. But the subject is not property but God’s Spirit. Elijah tells Elisha that that his spirit is not his to give – hence the test: can Elisha see the chariot of fire? Yes he saw that he inherited the mantle.
Then he Elisha took the mantle struck the water saying, “Where is the Lord.”  The waters parted and he returned to the other side and when the 50 prophets saw him they declared that he had inherited the spirit of Elijah. He was called, anointed and ready to serve.
The followers in Galatia were also ready to serve. However, Paul had heard rumors that some of those with gifts of the Spirit, interpreted freedom in Christ as license to do as they wished. He wrote to correct that misunderstanding and teach Galatians about their inheritance in Christ. 
Paul tells the Galatians that the way they love each other is true evidence of the true presence of the Spirit. Like grasping at the Red Sea metaphor without the wilderness, to claim freedom from the Law in Christ without submitting to the discipline of the Great Commandment is flawed.
Freedom is different than independence and what Paul remind us this morning is that true freedom in Christ means interdependence – it means love your neighbor as yourself and that means keeping a commandment – the law and the law is love.
Let me give you an example of freedom in Christ.
Years ago the Baptist Convention confirmed their support for Paul’s admonition, “wives be submissive to their husbands.” Their literal interpretation created a lot of controversy. Reporters approached the wife of a famous Baptist preacher probably trying to stir the pot and get good copy.

Ruth Bell Graham received them with grace and when they asked for her comment on the “Baptist Law”, the capable Presbyterian raised one finger in the air and said, “I always say there is a time to submit and a time to outwit.”

The Great Commandment at work: love includes charm and wit and boundaries: she was a Presbyterian all her life and she was not going to weigh in on the Baptist controversies even though she fully supported Billy’s ministry and Baptist tradition.
But love is not always about wit and charm. It is very hard work. I want to share with you a scene that speaks to me of the power of love. In the movie version of Tennessee Williams play, “Cat on a Hot Tin Roof,” there is a scene that illustrates the power of love to set us free.

Burl Ives plays Big Daddy and Paul Newman plays his son Brick. Near the end of the movie Big Daddy sits in the basement of the Mississippi mansion surrounded by crates of artifacts and memorabilia from all the European tours of a lifetime and speaks of “death country” for he knows that he is dying. His son stands before him filled with the rage of an alcoholic, a man as if already dead, filled with grief for his late friend Skipper and remorse over a life of unfulfilled promise. The men rage against each other: each seeking what the other cannot give.

Then Big Daddy sees an old hat. He picks it up and reminisces about his daddy who had nothing and gave him nothing who rode the rails – a hobo. Brick listens and says “But you saved the hat.” “Yes, I rode those box cars with him.” A long silence then his son spoke the truth, “You loved him.”
Big Daddy’s father had nothing but gave him everything. Did Big Daddy realize that he had given his own son every privilege that money and power could buy, except the love and acceptance he yearned for? I do not know.
I do know that we ought to take seriously Elisha’s dependence upon God and Paul’s counsel. The wisdom of both is born out in our own Declaration of Independence. You know some passages by heart – most of us memorized those eloquent first two paragraphs as children: ”When in the course of human events… We hold these truths to be self evident, that all Men are created equal…endowed by their creator with certain unalienable rights.” It is the last line of The Declaration of Independence that, speaks to me of the love made possible in Jesus Christ:

“With a firm Reliance on the protection of divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes, and our sacred Honor.” At the time they did not know the full cost of this commitment. A famous preacher the Reverend Jacob Duche served as chaplain to the Continental Congress. His presence and prayers and sermons inspired many, especially George Washington. Yet in the darkest days of the Revolutionary War he wrote to Washington and advised surrender. He returned to England.

Whether we are a preacher or a member of congregation we will not be able to love one another and stand on principles based upon freedom and justice if our commitment is dependent upon victories things always going well.  Our commitment is base upon our faith in Jesus Christ, that God will lead us and we shall serve and obey his commandment, love one another.  Amen.

Rev. Elizabeth Kuehl
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