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Sermon for October 8, 2017  
A Question of Hope  
Exodus 20:1-20 and Matthew 5:1-12 
The Reverend Roger Pancost 

Last Sunday was a wonderful day for me. It began with the celebration of              
World Communion Sunday during the ten o’clock service of worship. There was a             
positive and happy spirit in the air as we sang lively hymns, listened to a beautiful                
anthem and celebrated communion with a variety of breads. The good spirit            
experienced during worship continued to be felt in the fellowship hall where            
people caught up with old friends, and welcomed visitors. 

That afternoon I joined Jennifer Ringgold and the members of our Youth            
Group for the annual Midland Area CROP Walk. Our group of ten enjoyed the              
beautiful fall weather and the companionship of each other. We were surrounded            
by other individuals representing a variety of churches and organization. Everyone           
had come together in a spirit of unity in order to help address issues of hunger. 

That evening I came back to the church to join sixty people for a dinner in                
the fellowship hall. Our hosts, Indira and Ed Oskvarek, with the help of friends,              
served us authentic Indian fare. After spending time enjoying fellowship around           
the tables, Indira shared how the non-profit organization, Global Compassion, is           
helping to provide wells in remote areas of India. These wells provide safe             
drinking water to hundreds of people in each village. Those who attended the             
dinner showed support for this project with thoughtful questions and generous           
financial donations. I left for home that evening filled with hope for our world as I                
reflected on the many ways in which I had witnessed people offering loving             
support that day.  

And then Monday morning came. Like many others, I opened the news feed             
on my phone and was devastated to learn that another mass shooting had taken              
place. The report that an individual had killed dozens of people, and injured             
hundreds more left me feeling numb. All of the hope that I felt on Sunday was                
erased in a moment.  

Later Monday morning, as I reflected on our lectionary reading from           
Exodus, I found myself grieving the fact that thousands of years ago a             
commandment was needed to tell individuals not kill other people. I also found             
myself grieving the fact that in the year 2017 that commandment is still needed.  
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As my Monday continued I encountered other individuals who were feeling           
the same sense of shock that I was feeling. One individual told me that she felt                
paralyzed after hearing about the tragedy in Las Vegas. Others told me that they              
felt numb. These are normal responses to tragedy and are symptoms of grief.  

It is important for us as individuals, and as a collective body, to allow              
ourselves to grieve. We grieve the deaths of those who were murdered in the most               
recent attack in Las Vegas, and we grieve knowing that even though we are at a                
point in history, when it seems like humanity would have reached a higher plain,              
violence and murder are very much a reality in our world. In cities here in the                
United States, and other locations, people are killed each day. In some places in the               
world, political leaders order the deaths of their citizens. In some cases, domestic             
disputes end in murder. The taking of life is an all too common occurrence. 

I was glad that people were willing to share their feelings of grief this past               
week. I encourage all of us to continue doing so. It is emotionally helpful for               
people to share such feelings following a horrific event such as the one that took               
place in Las Vegas. 

It is my hope that at the same time that we allow ourselves to grieve, we                
reaffirm our commitment to living, and promoting, a reality that is the opposite of              
violence and murder. As individuals, and as a church, we can live in a way that                
reflects our understanding of God’s desire for the world.  

The great Christian reformer, John Calvin, wrote about doing this in his            
commentary on the twentieth chapter of Exodus. In writing about verse13 which            
states, “you shall not murder,” Calvin writes, 

“…God not only forbids us to be murderers, but also prescribes that every one               
should study faithfully to defend the life of his neighbor, and practically to declare              
that it is dear to him; for in that summary no mere negative phrase is used, but the                  
words expressly set forth that our neighbors are to be loved. It is unquestionable,              
then, that of those whom God there commands to be loved, (God) here commends              
their lives to our care. There are, consequently, two parts in the Commandment, --              
first, that we should not vex, or oppress, or be at enmity with any; and, secondly,                
that we should not only live at peace with (others), without exciting quarrels, but              
also should aid, as far as we can, the miserable who are unjustly oppressed…” 

Calvin expands the meaning of this commandment from Exodus by          
including the commandment to love our neighbor. It is not enough to avoid causing              
harm to another; we are called to do things that give life to our neighbor.               
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Sometimes this means avoiding our own oppressive actions. Other times it means            
helping those who are being oppressed.  

When I think back to last Sunday I am reminded that this church continues              
to do these things: 

We welcome those who come through our doors looking for a safe place in              
which to worship and grow in faith.  

We create an environment where children, youth and adults, are reminded to            
treat other people with dignity and respect. 

We work together to feed those who are hungry and offer water to those who               
thirst.  

We dialogue with each other about difficult issues in order to learn from one              
another, and to seek additional ways to love our neighbors.  

We do these things because we follow in the way of Jesus. The one who said                
that those who are in mourning will find comfort. Those who hunger for             
righteousness will be filled, those who are merciful will receive mercy, and those             
who are peacemakers will be called Children of God. 
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