Gifts from God: Guidance

Deuteronomy 4:1-2, 6-9


If someone asked for advice about living life, how would you sum up what guides you?


Sarah Adams, who’s an English professor in Washington state, has one operating philosophy about life, which she sums up in this way: “Be cool to the pizza delivery dude.”


Although Adams has held a number of jobs in her life—from telemarketer to factory worker to hotel clerk to flower shop cashier—she’s never delivered pizza. But she has discovered four principles that guide her pizza-dude philosophy.


The first principle is that coolness to the pizza delivery dude is a practice in humility and forgiveness.


She explains: “I let him cut me off in traffic, let him safely hit the exit ramp from the left lane, let him forget to use his blinker without extending any of my digits out the window or towards my horn because there should be one moment in my harried life when a car may encroach or cut off or pass and I let it go. Sometimes when I have become so certain of my ownership of my lane, daring anyone to challenge me, the pizza dude speeds by me in his rusted Chevette. His pizza light atop his car glowing like a beacon reminds me to check myself as I flow through the world. After all, the dude is delivering pizza to young and old, families and singletons, gays and straights, blacks, whites and browns, rich and poor, vegetarians and meat lovers alike. As he journeys, I give safe passage, practice restraint, show courtesy, and contain my anger.”


As for principle two, Adams finds that coolness to the pizza delivery dude is a practice in empathy.


 She recognizes that most of us at some point have taken a job just to have a job because some money is better than none. Reflecting on the assortment of jobs she’s held, Adams notes she was grateful for the paycheck, which meant she didn’t have to share her Cheerios with her cats.


She reflects that “in the big pizza wheel of life, sometimes you’re the hot bubbly cheese and sometimes you’re the burnt crust. It’s good to remember the fickle spinning of that wheel.”


Principle three? Coolness to the pizza delivery dude is a practice in honor that reminds Adams to respect honest work.


“Let me tell you something about these dudes,” she argues. “They never took over a company and, as CEO, artificially inflated the value of the stock and cashed out their own shares, bringing the company to the brink of bankruptcy, resulting in 20,000 people losing their jobs while the CEO builds a home the size of a luxury hotel. Rather, the dudes sleep the sleep of the just.”


And Adams’ fourth principle is that coolness to the pizza delivery dude is a practice in equality.


She notes: “My measurement as a human being, my worth, is the pride I take in performing my job—any job—and the respect with which I treat others. I am the equal of the world not because of the car I drive, the size of the TV I own, the weight I can bench press, or the calculus equations I can solve. I am the equal to all I meet because of the kindness in my heart. And it all starts here—with the pizza delivery dude.”


Neither pizza nor the dude who delivers it factors into the words we hear from Moses in today’s scripture reading. But with these words Moses also attempts to sum up and offer guidance about living life.


The words come at a transitional time—both for Moses and the people of Israel. After their escape from slavery in Egypt and their wandering in the wilderness for forty years, the people stand on the verge of entering the land God has promised to their ancestors. After his years of leading the people and serving as God’s messenger, Moses stands on the verge of the end of his life—one that will not take him into the promised land.


Before either takes the next step, Moses wants to help the people prepare for their new life. At the heart of his advice is the critical importance of allowing God’s law to guide them.


Moses begins by looking backward to the role the law has played in the life of the people up to this point. He reminds the people that the law is a gift from God that connects them to their ancestors.


Then Moses looks forward to how the law will provide guidance for the people’s life in the new land. Following the law that links them to their ancestors will allow the Israelites to enter and settle in the land God promised to those ancestors. The law will  guide them as they attempt to live as God’s people in this new land.


Moses also believes that the Israelites’ observance of the law will have an effect on the people they’ll encounter in the new land. Observing the law, he explains, will demonstrate the Israelites’ “wisdom and discernment” to the inhabitants of Canaan. Their new neighbors will simply need to hear the law God’s people are called to follow to recognize the people of Israel as “a great nation.” That greatness, according to Moses, comes from the Israelites’ having a God who is so near. As one commentator explains: “The statutes of the Lord bear the very nearness of God, God’s constancy, and God’s means of relationship.”


Moses also urges the people to obey God’s law not only for their own sake, but also for the sake of future generations. He argues that God’s law will provide guidance generation after generation if the people and their children and their children’s children simply follow the path it lays out. He sees the law as a true gift of guidance from God.


Moses’ words also seem to offer a gift of guidance. As he faces the end of his life, he wants to help the people he’s led and loved to live well in the years to come. He wants to help them create the world he believes God desires.


As I’ve listened to and read the reporting and commentary about the end of another leader’s life, it’s struck me that we’ve been offered the gift of guidance again. Whether one agreed with the political positions of Senator Ted Kennedy or whether one found serious fault in his personal life, I believe the work he did, the relationships he formed, the tragedies he faced, the redemption he sought, and the faith he held close offer guidance for our future—both individually and collectively. It’s interesting that the title of his soon-to-be-released memoir is True Compass—a tip of the hat to his love of sailing, but also a reference to the guide he tried to use in navigating his life.


The columnist E. J. Dionne points to the lessons we might learn, the guidance we might receive from Senator Kennedy. Dionne puts it much better than I ever could, so I share a portion of his column. He writes:


Ted Kennedy was treasured by liberals, loved by many of his conservative colleagues, revered by African-Americans and Latinos, respected by hard-bitten political bosses, admired by students of the legislative process, and cherished by those who constituted the finest cadre of staff members ever assembled on Capitol Hill.


The Kennedy paradox is that he managed to be esteemed by almost everyone without ever becoming all things to all people. He stood for large purposes, unequivocally and unapologetically, and never ducked tough choices. Yet he made it his business to get work done with anyone who would toil along with him. He was a friend, colleague, and human being before he was an ideologue or partisan, even though he was a joyful liberal and an implacable Democrat.


He suffered profoundly, made large mistakes and was, to say the least, imperfect. But the suffering and the failures fed a humane humility that led him to reach out to others who fell, to empathize with those burdened by pain, to understand human folly, and to appreciate the quest for redemption.


That made him a rarity in politics. Never pretending that he knew everything, he had a magnetic draw for talented people who stayed with him for years. He trusted them and gave them room to shine. Their guidance and his own intelligence and feverish work made him one of the greatest senators in history.


There was another Kennedy paradox: Precisely because he knew so clearly what he wanted and where he wished the country to move, he could strike deals with Republicans far outside his philosophical comfort zone.


He worked with Orrin Hatch, one of his dearest friends, to bring health coverage to millions of children, with George W. Bush on education reform, with Lamar Alexander and Mike Enzi to improve child care, with John McCain on immigration reform. It was hard to find a Republican senator Kennedy had not worked with at some point during his 47 years in Washington.


Kennedy’s willingness to cross party lines only enhanced his credibility when he needed to stand alone as a progressive prophet. In early 2003, while so many in his party cowered in fear, Kennedy stood against the impending invasion of Iraq, warning that it would “undermine” the war against terrorism and “feed a rising tide of anti-Americanism overseas.”


And for his entire career, in season and out, Kennedy had a righteous obsession with the profound injustices and shameful inefficiencies of an American health care system that bankrupts the sick and inflicts needless agony on those who cannot cross a doctor’s threshold. It would be an unforgivable tragedy if Kennedy’s death were to weaken rather than strengthen the forces battling for health care reform, which Kennedy called “the cause of my life.”


Yet Kennedy’s liberalism was experimental, not rigid. Principles didn’t change, but tactics and formulations were always subject to review. . . .


If someone asked for advice about living life, how would you sum up what guides you? May we commit ourselves to the hard work of reflecting on what currently guides our lives, assessing how that lines up with the gift of guidance God has given us, and then reorienting our lives to the true compass that will guide us in lives of fullness and faithfulness. Amen.
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