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It has been an eventful summer in the Twin Cities. The weather has been unusually cool, the Vikings have a new quarterback, the Gophers a new stadium, the Lions Club and the Lutherans were in town, a tornado struck the latter but that did not deter them from doing good work, the Catholics were handing out “theology on a stick” at the State Fair and you could even “grill a priest,” and the president came to town.  This summer some of us went to the lake, some of us volunteered to help others, some of us kept working, some of us lost our jobs, some of us lost loved ones, and some of us kept coming to church, week after week, to pray and to sing and to worship God as if our lives depended on it.

As we have for many years, this summer our family spent time in the high desert of northern New Mexico, at Ghost Ranch, the Presbyterian conference center. We camped in a tent for three weeks, up a dry arroyo among the cholla cactus and the sage brush, as far back in the campground as we could get, in splendid isolation from other people.

Halfway through the first night we woke up with a deflated air mattress and found ourselves lying on the hard earth. I blew up our bed again the next night, and the same thing happened – we were on the ground before dawn. The next day we switched to an extra air mattress we had. No luck – back on the hard desert floor by about midnight. We repeated the sequence once more, to no avail.

We were not sleeping well. 

I, of course, began to ponder the theological meaning of all this. It is an occupational hazard: everything happens for a reason. I subscribe to the old Celtic wisdom: Bidden or not bidden, God is present.
As for our camping predicament, the great 20th century theologian Paul Tillich came to mind. He liked to describe God as “the Ground of all Being.” Perhaps being on the ground was an existential realization of the Tillichian perspective, some kind of spiritual exercise. Maybe the theologian was conspiring with the Almighty to create our nighttime flattening. Was this a discipline meant to harden us and introduce us to the ascetic ways of desert life, like the monks of old? I liked that idea.

Certain other people were not as convinced, however. There was evening, and there was morning. The fifth day – and I found myself on the road to the store 30 miles away to purchase a new air mattress. We slept well from then on.

But the metaphor had begun to work on me. Was I being told that my life was too full, too tightly wound, too packed, to give God a chance? Did I need to release some of the pressure, to relieve some of the build-up, to relax a bit in order to move into the presence of God? Was I learning that the way I live puts me in danger of losing touch with the Ground of my being? 

Who would have guessed that Campsite 55 could set off such rich theological speculation! But deserts have always occasioned in God’s people a searching examination of self and of one’s relationship to the earth and to others and of one’s purpose in life. Something about nights spent under a canopy of stars stretching from horizon to horizon seems naturally to cause us to wander into spiritual territory. And solitude invites the heart to open itself in ways that lead to new insight. Even the dry hardness of the earth can give rise to interior exploration.

Our fast-paced urban lives and the noise-filled way we live, do not lend themselves easily to such spiritual rumination. Neither do lives cocooned in material comfort. It is more difficult to get in touch with the Ground of all Being when the air mattress is full! So people have always headed into the wilderness as a means of letting go of the distractions in life. 

One of the desert fathers of sixth century Egypt, Abba Zosimas, said, “It is not possessing something that is harmful, but being attached to it.” (John Chryssavgis, In the Heart of the Desert [Bloomington, Indiana: World Wisdom, 2003], p. 69)
Whether it happens in Egypt or in New Mexico or in a canoe in the Boundary Waters – detachment allows us to discover what is truly worth holding on to. A crucial step in spiritual maturity is knowing what matters most and letting go of the rest.

In another desert, in a time long ago, Moses and the Israelites had ample opportunity to discern the ways of God. For forty years they wandered in wild places, following their questions as they found their way toward the Land of Promise. It was not always easy going. There were moments of struggle and division. Moses grew frustrated, the people became angry. At times it seemed as if their journey through the wilderness was one big misadventure, an experiment in liberation that had failed miserably. 

As the leader of the Hebrews, Moses found himself repeatedly in the position of having to tell the people what God had in mind for them. Our text this morning from Deuteronomy relates one of those times. “O Israel,” Moses says, “what does the Lord your God require of you?” 

It is a decent question, a desert question, the kind that emerges when we feel lost or cut off, when we have little to fall back on. I have heard it in the grief of a family whose child has died. I have heard it from the one who cannot find a job, from the one whose souse is gravely ill, from the one who is losing her home, from the one who is excluded and ostracized: What is God up to in my life? Why is this happening to me? Why did you bring us out into this desert? What does God want from me, from us? 

These are the recurring questions that arise in all our hearts, if we allow ourselves to listen. They are the questions asked by all religions: Why am I put here on this earth? What am I to do with my life? If we are not asking ourselves such larger questions about life at least somewhere in the hidden corners of our souls, then we are ignoring an impulse that has moved poets and composers, and inspired artists and great thinkers, and aroused the curiosity of ordinary folk like us, since the beginning of time. This is what we humans do when we can move into the more profound places inside ourselves: we wonder what the purpose of life is.

Jesus was not unfamiliar with the desert. His ministry begins there and unfolds along the perimeter of the Judean wilderness. He is never far from the reality of the desert, even when he is in the city. When he speaks to a Jerusalem crowd one day, he invites all who are thirsty to come to him. Imagine that – in the City of David, an oasis in the desert with pools and streams of water, Jesus reaches out to the thirsty. He knows they are in a spiritual wilderness – and we might be, as well. “Out of the believer’s heart,” Jesus says, “shall flow rivers of living water.” Even in the desert.

“O Israel,” Moses asks, “what does the Lord your God require of you?” 

In a way, that desert question underlies the entirety of the biblical material. Behind every story of the people Israel, behind every lyrical psalm, behind every pronouncement of the prophets of old we can find the question: what does God expect of us? 

That question will guide our worship this year at Westminster. Last year we explored the life and ministry of Jesus every Sunday; this year we will examine a different biblical character each week, nearly three dozen of them. Some of them will be familiar to us; others we will meet for the first time. Some are saints; others, scoundrels. Beginning with Adam and Eve next week and running all the way to those who inhabit the pages of the newer testament, we will wonder together what faithful living looks like.  I hope you will be present as often as you can as we journey together through this year of worship.

In his classic work, The Varieties of Religious Experience, William James says that religion is “the belief that there is an unseen order, and that our supreme good lies in harmoniously adjusting ourselves thereto.”

An unseen order to which we try to adjust harmoniously, for our supreme good. It is as if there were a song being sung through all time and in all places, and our task is to hear it and to pick up the tune. Moses and the other biblical characters may not have put it in those words, but their lives are spent attempting to do that, to adjust to the way of God. Like them, our job is living faithfully to the tune of that same, hidden song.

“What does the Lord your God require of you?” Having asked the question out in the desert, Moses does offer an answer: 

“Only to worship the LORD your God, to walk in all God’s ways, to love God, to serve the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul, and to keep the commandments…” (John 7:12b-13)
As if that were not clear enough, Moses goes on to explain what he means by walking in “God’s ways”: “Executing justice for the orphan and the widow,” he says, “and (loving) the strangers, providing them food and clothing.” (John 7:18)   
In other words, living faithfully – not successfully or profitably, but faithfully – is our job, and it has much more to do with loving others in concrete ways than with religious ritual and outward ceremony. God seems much less concerned with our getting religion right than with our getting life right.

You and I do not live in a desert. Yet we find ourselves in a wilderness of the spirit, a place of questions, a place where we are asked, “What does the Lord our God require of us?”

The answer, which we will explore together this year, is faithful living.
Thanks be to God.

Amen.
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