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So last week we heard about sin and its extent in human beings. Starting this week, we will turn away
from sin and think about God’s plan for redemption, how does God fight the evil in this world? What are the
actions and the tools that he uses to defeat the power of evil and bring new life?

Today we will think together about one of God’s tools, and that’s the tool of this community. In the
middle of this sinful world, in the middle of the trouble and the chaos, as part of his plan of salvation, God
calls, God chooses a people. He started that people when he called Abraham. Later, when Abraham’s family
grew, that people became the nation of Israel. Today, we the church are the modern version of this people.
This morning’s sermon asks: what sort of community does God call us to be? What is the role God gives us in
the world? On an extremely practical level, what is the church for? Are we a worshipping community? Is the
church just about worship and preaching and sacraments and the things that happen in a worship service? Or
are we called to other sorts of things? Things like outreach and social action? What does God want from us?
What does the Bible say about that? Read Exodus 19:1-8

Last Summer Linda and | went on vacation to Nova Scotia, and while we were there we visited the
fortress of Louisbourg. When you visit the fortress of Louisbourg, it’s like you pass through the gates and you
go back in time to an 18™ century French fort on the coast of the Atlantic Ocean. The village is populated by
settlers, each of whom is in costume and in character. If you visit the local tavern, the barman can tell you
about his business and he can tell you stories about the folk of the town. If you go to the rope maker, he will
tell you about his craft and he will tell you about his family lineage. If you go up to the fort and watch the
soldiers drill and then ask them what it’s like to serve at a Colonial outpost. They talk to you like they’re
actually living in the 18™ century. There are lots of these kinds of living history museums in North America,
Louisbourg is definitely one of the best. While the rest of the world is living a fast-paced, 21° century life;
there is one place where you can see and feel and touch the 18t™ century.

If you listen carefully to what God says to his people in this passage, he wants Israel to be a kind of
Louisbourg. God is establishing Israel as a living exhibition of a different way of life. Only what God wants to
display for the world is not 18t century French Colonial life; what God wants to display for the world is a
community that is a living embodiment of a life centered on God. So not a living history museum, but a living
righteousness, a living justice museum.

Ever since human sin corrupted this good world, the world has been messy and dangerous. Selfishness
and ruthlessness rule. People don’t line in fellowship with God, they worship idols, they fight with each other,
they mistreat the weak. God has a plan to redeem all that. And part of God’s plan is that in the midst of the
injustice and the cruelty and the injustice he would create a community of people who would be different.
They would walk with him, just like Adam and Eve walked with him in the garden. They would treat each other
well and they would steward the earth just as he intended. In effect, their life together would exhibit the good
peaceful joyful life of the garden of Eden. His goal was that the whole world would see this community and
recognize his goodness. People would look at Israel and see the way they lived and they would say, “Wow!
Who are those people and who is their God?”

A couple of things about this plan. First, as God establishes the community, it’s clear that Israel’s
purpose is not for itself; it’s for the world. Israel is specially blessed, and they have a special role, but they are
not meant to be an exclusive, gated community of goodness shut out from the world. They are blessed; but
they are not meant to hoard the blessing; they are meant to share it. Israel has always had a missionary
purpose, not in the sense that they would send out missionaries to other countries to tell people about the
Lord; but in the sense that their life together was meant to show God to the world.

You hear that in verses 4- 6. These are incredibly important verses because in these verses God tells
Israel her purpose. First, in verse 4, he reminds Israel of what God has done: “I brought you out of Egypt he



says, | carried you on eagle’s wings. | chose you out of all the nations to be my treasured possession.” Verse 5
and 6 explain why he did that. Why was Israel chosen as a special possession? What is the purpose of Israel’s
calling? “Even though the whole earth is mine, you will be for me a kingdom of priests, a holy nation.” One
commentator even translated it: “because the whole world is mine, you will be for me a Kingdom of priests
and a holy nation.”

What does God mean when he says Israel will be a kingdom of priests? It’s not that they will all get
robes and all get to serve in the temple. God means that together as a nation, Israel will have a priestly role
among the nations. A priest is someone who represents God to the world. In the temple, an individual priest
goes into the presence of God in the holy place, behind the curtain, and then he comes out and represents
God'’s forgiveness and his will to the people. He mediates between God and the people. Through the rituals he
performs and the words that he speaks, he shows them God.

God says, “Israel, you as a nation are going to be a priest for the other nations of the world. | will live in
your midst. | will walk with you and | will teach you. You will learn my ways. Then, your life will be a display to
the rest of the world. Your life and your goodness will teach them the name of the God they have forgotten. |
want you to learn these laws and follow my ways and obey my covenant, and people will see what kind of God
| am. They will see the goodness of life in fellowship with me.”

This isn’t the only place where God expresses this priestly purpose. In Deuteronomy 4:6 God says to his
people, “Observe [my laws] carefully, for this will show your wisdom and understanding to the nations, who
will hear about these decrees and say, surely this great nation is a wise and discerning people.” God calls Israel
to be the display community for the nations to see his glory.

Second thing, it’s not just their worship of the one true God that makes them an exhibit of God’s
righteousness to the world; it’s their whole society. It's the way they treat each other and the way they order
their social life. Worship of the one true God is definitely the central well-spring of that community.
Remember how the Israelite camp is laid out? The Tabernacle is in the middle of the camp. So the worship of
God is the center of the community, just as the worship of God is the center of our community. But God wants
the nations to see more than Israel’s worship; he wants them to see their justice and their righteousness.

How do we know that? Because on the mountain God gives them laws that don’t just govern worship
(though they start there); God gives them laws for ordering every part of their life. Laws about marriage and
family — do not commit adultery. Laws about how to treat your servants — justly. Laws about respecting each
other’s property. Laws about treating immigrants and the poor folk: Do not deny justice to the poor people in
lawsuits. Do not oppress a foreigner. Laws about how to treat your fields — give them rest. Laws about treating
animals with dignity — do not cook a young goat in its mother’s milk. The center of this community was
definitely the worship of the Lord, but It wasn’t just worship that God wanted to put on display for the
nations; it was the whole community — its goodness, its justice, its mutual care.

In the New Testament, the community of God’s people becomes the church. And guess what: God still
sees us as his priestly people. The task of Exodus 19 still stands. We still have the call to show God to the
world. And again, in the New Testament we do that not just with our words and not just with our worship but
with the quality of our community and the way we treat our neighbors and the sojourners within our gates.

In Matthew 5 Jesus says, “You are the light of the world ... let your light shine before others so they can
see your good deeds and glorify your father in heaven.” Our whole life together is the light. Jesus is speaking
in the tradition of Exodus 19. Or think of 1 Peter 2:9. There Peter basically quotes Exodus 19 when he
describes the church’s task in the world: “You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a people belonging to
God...live such good lives among the pagans that they may see your good deeds and give glory to your Father
in heaven.” That’s a reaffirmation of the call of Exodus 19. In the fullness of our community life, not just in our
worship, we are called to be God’s light to and for our neighbors. The Contemporary Testimony sums it up this
way: “The Lord gave [Israel] the law through Moses and led them by rulers and teachers shaping a people in
whom God is revealed — a light to the nations.” In other words, a priestly people. From the side of Mount Sinai
to the corner of Cherry and LaGrave, it’s really consistent. God wants more than our worship. God wants a
community who by the quality of its community life and its care and its justice, proclaims his name. And when
the church is really effective in mission, that’s what it does! Right after Pentecost what draws people to the



church? It’s not just their worship, it’s the quality of their community. They share everything in common, there
were no needy persons among them. They gave generously. They were a priestly people, and their witness of
community and care drew people in.

In the early church, it was the quality of their community and their outreach that attracted new
believers. For example, the early Roman empire was often hit by plagues in the city. Most of the regular
citizens fled the city during times of plague; not the Christians. Even though they were a minority group and
even though in those days they were often looked down upon, they stayed and helped. They cared for their
neighbors. Here’s a quote from Tertullian which shows how the Christians became known as people who
cared for the destitute. I've paraphrased a little because the translation is old fashioned. “We are not in this
for the money. We have a treasury, but it’s not to buy things or to curry favor with God. Once a month, if a
person wants, they can put in a small donation, but only if they want to and only if they’re able. There is no
compulsion; it’s all voluntary. These gifts are faith’s deposit fund. They’re not taken and spent on feasts or
drinking bouts, or restaurants, they are for helping poor people. Boys and girls who have no money and no
parents, older people confined to their homes, sailors who've suffered a shipwreck, and if there happen to be
any who’ve been sent to the mines or banished to the islands or shut up in prisons —we help them too. We
are doing this for nothing else than the cause of Christ’s church and his call on our lives.” As much or maybe
even more than their words, these acts of mercy became a huge part of the witness of Christians. The whole
society around them was trained to distrust Christians, but despite the propaganda, when the people saw the
care of the church they wanted to know, who are these people, and more importantly, who is their God? They
were a priestly people. They were doing Exodus 19.

And so are we. LaGrave has a long history of reaching out to our neighborhood. Recently, in our new
strategic plan, we committed to increasing the profile of that outreach. We are finding more neighbors on our
door, often really needy neighbors. We want to be a priestly people for them. Because, if our community is
just associated with really good worship or pretty good preaching, that’s nice — but it’s not the fullness of what
God is looking for. We are called to embody the life of Christ with our whole community life. Our worship of
God through word and sacrament is the center of that, but that root is meant to create a community of Love
and grace and kindness and help and acceptance in the middle of the chaos of a hard and merciless world.

When our whole life embodies the gospel, our witness is strong. Just this winter, maybe you know that
the Vault was used as a warming center in our neighborhood. During the cold months, people could come off
the streets and spend time there, just to get out of the cold. They were supervised by workers from Degage
and Mel trotter to make sure everything went well. And it did. The Vault became kind of a cool local handout,
people in Heartside park would say, “Hey I’'m gonna head over to the Vault. You heard about that place? It’s
cool.” We’d have 80-90 people there on a cold day.

But here’s the really wonderful thing. Over the course of the winter, 1,146 different people came
through our Vault. Because they were all in one place, Mel Trotter and Degage were able to assess many of
them and they found out that many of them did not have their housing assessment done. A housing
assessment is a first and necessary step to help find you the resources that can lead to housing. So Degage and
Mel Trotter made sure that 565 new people got their housing assessment at the Vault. Of those 565, 65
people found housing. Because of our willingness to be generous and share our space, 65 souls, 65 fellow
creatures made in God’s image found a way off the streets. That’s wonderful and that’s a strong witness.
When people in our community see that, even if they aren’t church people, they are impressed. In a cynical
suspicious culture where everyone is down on the institutional church and everyone is suspicious of a religious
sales job, this is such an important part of our witness. It breaks through the cynicism and makes God’s name
glorious in a way that words alone can’t

I’'m so thankful for the way we’ve embodied Christ for our neighborhood - the doorstep ministries, our
foot spa, the shelter at the Vault. But there are so many more opportunities out there. May the Holy Spirit
continue to make us his priestly people. ©ORev. Peter Jonker



