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Three years ago when the senior clergy from the downtown interfaith congregations visited Israel and Palestine, we had a few tense moments within the group, as you might imagine. One day we were talking about the place of the Jewish people in the Bible and in modern times, when one of the Christian pastors declared, “The Jews were God’s chosen people in scripture, and they still are God’s chosen people.” 

There was silence. The political implications of that remark hung in the air. We were in Jerusalem at the time; it was hard to disagree with him in that setting, but some in the group were clearly not ready to be so definitive. “God may have chosen the Hebrew people in ancient times,” one of my colleagues said, “but today God’s reach seems much broader.”

We were trying to work together to understand a challenging issue: 

What does it mean to be a people chosen by God? Jews themselves have agonized over that terminology; it has the ring of tribalistic exclusivity. Why some people – us – and not others? 

Rabbi Rick Jacobs, preaching a few weeks ago on Rosh Hashanah at his synagogue in Scarsdale, New York, tackled the issue head-on:
“For centuries we Jews have been telling ourselves that God likes us best,” he said. “The official terminology … is that we are the “chosen” people. … It is a dangerous assertion.”

(http://www.wrtemple.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=jG_5M3coP3w%3d&tabid=75) 

And yet the biblical witness does not shrink from using the language. The children of Israel are repeatedly described in scripture as “chosen by God.” Does one have to do something in particular to get on God’s short list? Does being “chosen” give one special rights before the Almighty?

All of this brings us to this morning’s question: whom does God choose – and what difference does it make?

I needed a little help with this one, so I did what any Presbyterian preacher would do, I called my local rabbi. I spoke with my friend Marcia Zimmerman, from Temple Israel, and described my sermon series on good questions. I told her I wanted to learn more about the self-identity of Jews. “So why are you the chosen people?” I asked the rabbi. “How did that happen?”

You know what she said? “Now that’s a good question.” 

Then she went on. “It starts with Abraham,” she said, “when God promises descendants as numerous as the stars and a land in which they will live.” 

Descendants and the land – signs of the promise. She’s right, of course: the Bible connects the covenant God makes with Abraham and Sarah to the chosenness of their descendants. 

But there is also an earlier biblical covenant predating the promise to Abraham: the covenant made with all the earth, after the Great Flood, when God places the rainbow in the sky, another covenantal sign. God says to Noah,
“I am establishing my covenant with you and your descendants, and with every living creature … that never again shall there be a flood to destroy the earth.” (Genesis 9:9-11)
Whom does God choose? The answer is not simple. Scripture suggests that God chooses in both a universal way – all humanity – and a particular way: the Hebrew people. So the argument the interfaith clergy had in Jerusalem can be resolved in two directions: the Jews are the chosen people, but not to the exclusion of the rest of us. We Presbyterians use the language of election: all God’s people are elected for salvation and service.

Jonathan Sacks, the Chief Rabbi of Great Britain, says,

“The God of Israel is larger than the specific practices of Israel. ... We do not have to share a creed or code to be partners in the covenant of humankind.”

Whom does God choose? God chooses to be God of all the earth, of all its inhabitants. And at the same time, God chooses to be the God of Israel – but why the Jews and not someone else? Scripture itself raises that question:

“The LORD your God has chosen you out of all the peoples on earth to be his people,” the writer of Deuteronomy says. “It was not because you were more numerous than any other people that the LORD … chose you – for you were the fewest of all peoples.  It was because the LORD loved you and kept the oath … to your ancestors … and redeemed you from the house of slavery.” (Deuteronomy 7:6-8)
At the core of Jewish identity is the account of God’s redemption of the people Israel from Egypt, the Exodus. When the Israelites cross the Jordan into the land of promise, they are told to give thanks to God for their liberation by presenting a tithe of the first fruits of the land – and then, they are to tell the story of their deliverance. The Jews tell it still, even to this day, and it goes like this:
“A wandering Aramean was my ancestor; he went down into Egypt and lived there as an alien, few in number, and there he became a great nation. … When the Egyptians treated us harshly … we cried to … the God of our ancestors; the Lord heard our voice and saw our oppression.”
 (Deuteronomy 26:5-7)

Whom does God choose? God chooses a wandering Aramean and his ancestors, who were few in number and were afflicted in Egypt. In that choice, God shows the divine intention to love the stranger, to love the one without a home, to love the one on the receiving end of injustice. 

There was nothing in particular to commend the Jews to the Almighty, except, perhaps, for the fact of their predicament. And that is precisely the point: the Jews are uniquely situated in history – strangers in a strange land, oppressed, enslaved – uniquely situated in history to communicate God's inclination toward those living on the margins. In them we see whom God chooses. The universal love God has for all is made particular, and we see that in the narrative of this minority community living as strangers in a nation that treats them unjustly. 

A wandering Aramean was my ancestor. God chooses the one without a place to lay his head, and then God tells the Jews never to forget it, because they have responsibility to live in the same fashion toward the stranger among them.

That same story of God choosing the poor and dispossessed is at the heart of the ministry of Jesus, as well. We hear it in the great affirmation of faith in the letter to the Philippian church.  Jesus, Paul says, could have exploited his equality with God. He could have taken advantage of the incarnation, but instead chooses to humble himself, to become a slave and give his life for others. 

Whom does God choose? We need only look to the story of the Hebrew people and to the life and death of Jesus to see where God’s sympathies lie. The wandering Aramean. The homeless stranger. The enslaved people. The crucified one… A gay teenager bullied at school. Matthew Shepherd strung up on a fence on a lonely Wyoming night. The mother in southern Sudan whose child lies dying in her arms. The Afghan villager whose family is killed in a crossfire. The Iraqi Muslims attacked on a pilgrimage. Those in Haiti still awaiting hope. The single mom with two jobs, struggling to stay afloat. 

Jesus and the Jews of the Exodus bear emphatic witness to God’s choice of those on the underside of history, in all places, among all peoples. There’s no room here for a gospel of prosperity, where we are promised material success if we follow Jesus. There’s no room here for a gospel of comfort and privilege, no room for a gospel of self-satisfaction.  
“God chose the weak to shame the strong,” Paul writes to the Corinthians. “God chose what is low and despised in the world … so that no one might boast in the presence of God.” (I Corinthians 1:27-29)
Our faith is based on remembering that, on remembering the stories – the stories of that wandering Aramean who was our ancestor, of those Israelites enslaved in Egypt, of the son of Mary who emptied himself. We find in each account an ethic for living that compels us to love “the least of these.” You and I worship and serve a God who chooses to stand with those deemed expendable by the world and then expects us to take our place alongside them, as well. That’s the heart of the Hebrew narrative; it’s also the core of the story of Jesus. 

This week was Habitat for Humanity’s Jimmy and Rosalyn Carter work project in the Twin Cities. I had the privilege of working on a house in north Minneapolis with President Carter, Vice President Mondale, and others, including the future homeowner. It was one of 12 houses built or rehabbed in one week in the Hawthorne neighborhood. 

At lunch we heard from Melo Lawson, the new homeowner. She’s an immigrant mother of four from Togo, West Africa – and, incidentally, the cousin of a member of our church. She spoke of the struggles they have faced and of her several applications to Habitat. She placed each request in her Bible and prayed she would be accepted. After four tries she succeeded. She was full of joy as she spoke. She and President Carter hugged, and then he briefly offered his “gratitude for a chance to serve God in our own way.” 

It was a quiet witness to the mandate to live for others from the 86-year old former president. 

He remembers: a wandering Aramean was my ancestor. We, too, should not forget.

Few in our culture are judged more dispensable than those living on the streets. They’re invisible to us. We deny their humanity by thinking of them as problems and not as people. There are a lot of these sisters and brothers; last night, in Minnesota, more than 13,000 people were without a place to call home, a third of them under the age of 18. (Wilder Foundation’s 2009 Homelessness Study www.wilder.org) 

The Currie Avenue Partnership started eight months ago when the Downtown Congregations to End Homelessness challenged the downtown business community to join us and governmental agencies in trying to funds to hire 10 new case managers for those in the overcrowded shelters a few blocks from here. 

Together we raised over $350,000, and all ten case managers are now working. Well over 100 persons formerly without a home are now in, or nearly in, their own apartments, with supportive services to help them stay there. We will pass the goal of helping 150 people move out of the shelters, off the streets, and into an apartment. 

You and I are elected for not only for salvation, but also to serve God and God’s people in this world.

Whom does God choose? In the beginning God chooses all humanity; then God makes it more specific, and this we must always remember: A wandering Aramean was my ancestor. 
God chooses the outcast, the stranger among us, the one in whom our own humanity is most visible. 

Thanks be to God.         Amen. 

Prayers of the People - Douglas Mitchell, 10:30 worship  

Good and Gracious God, in Christ you have revealed your glory among the nations.  Preserve the works of your justice and mercy that your church throughout the world may act with steadfast faith in confessing your name and living out your desires.
God of unchanging power, when you fashioned the world, the morning stars sang together and the host of heaven shouted for joy.  Let us share that same joy which is also the joy shared with the church in Philippi, “Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others.  Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness.”
God, you have called your people to follow your way is all parts of our lives.  You have given us a spirituality of public life, of political participation as well as personal prayer and reflection.  Help us to recognize Your Holy Spirit among us, giving us strength to pursue our call to faithfulness in Your world.  

God of grace, tireless guardian of your people, ever prepared to hear the cries of your chosen ones, teach us to rely, day and night, on your care.   Drive us to seek your enduring justice and your ever-present help.  Help us have the courage to practice the hospitality and welcome you expect of us.  Help us remember that our ancestors were “wandering Arameans” who were set free by You from tyranny in Egypt, and that we should love and serve the stranger as we were once strangers.  Help us remember that each of us has a home in You – a home that is warm and loving – and to seek a home for all in your world.

‘We pray this day for all people who do not have adequate shelter in which to live and raise their families, and for those who have no shelter at all.  We pray for those whose living conditions are more of a burden than a pleasure, causing them to lose their dignity and their hope.  Move those of us, O God, who have safe, secure and comfortable homes to work to secure these benefits for all Your children.  Stir in us the will to act on behalf of all the people in Your world who need physical shelter as well as the shelter of Your love.  Teach us to be generous with our time and our resources and creativity to serve and to seek the justice that is God’s will for us all.
God of love, we thank you for your forgiveness so abundant, so overflowing, that you receive us in spite of our fear and our timid lives of faith.  Bless all who work for the common good among your people, and especially this morning for those who work through the Downtown Congregations to End Homelessness.  Let us be bold to serve as advocates for public policy that serves the needs of those with the greatest needs.

Holy comforter, healing Spirit, grant your peace to those who are sick, and to those who grieve this morning.  We pray that your healing touch be felt by those who are in the hospital and those recovering from illness or surgery…

We ask your comfort for those who grieve losses in their lives – losses of jobs, of relationships, of loved ones.

And now hear us as we pray together the prayer your Son taught us. Our Father…

“Whom Does God Choose?”


Deuteronomy 26:1-13; Philippians 2:1-8
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