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    To all those who read the paper or watch the news and think, There has to be a better way to live than this.


    And to those who take personal inventory of their own lives and respond in similar fashion.
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    The Ten Commandments—Who Cares?


    Cause I need freedom now . . .


    MUMFORD & SONS, “THE CAVE”


    “Can you believe these idiots?”


    The loud exclamation rose above the murmur of early morning conversation in the coffee shop. John, a regular and pastor of a church in the neighborhood, sighed as the serenity of the day’s first sip of aromatic coffee was shattered. Looking up, he caught the eye of the man. “OK, Steve, I’ll bite. Which particular idiots are we talking about this morning?”


    The source of the exclamation, a local business owner, held up the newspaper he had been reading and jabbed a finger at the headline: “Ten Commandments Fight Is Costly,”1 he recited, practically spitting the words out. Some of the other early morning regulars turned their attention toward Steve, anticipating one of his customary rants. He obliged.


    “Seems like some good Christian council members in a couple of counties south of here decided the best use of taxpayers’ money was to fight the ACLU so they could post copies of the Ten Commandments in their courthouses. They argued all the way up to the Supreme Court and lost, and now they owe the ACLU close to $500,000 in attorney fees.” Steve turned back to the paper, “And I quote, ‘Officials from the counties admit they do not know how they are going to pay the bill.’” With a snort of disgust he threw the paper down on the table. “What do you think about that, preacher?”


    As the attention shifted from Steve to John, he took a long swig of coffee, wondering what it would be like to be able to simply drink a cup of coffee in his neighborhood café without being the resident expert on religion. “Well, why would they do that? As a matter of principle?”


    “Pretty expensive principle,” interjected Steve.


    “Indeed. Maybe it was the belief that posting them will keep people on the straight and narrow?”


    “But if the first time someone sees them is in a courthouse, don’t you think it’s a little too late by then?” That got a big laugh from the morning crowd. Steve stood and took a bow. John smiled.


    “That’s not exactly news, is it?” said someone at the bar. “People are always trying to post the Ten Commandments in public spaces.”


    “Yeah,” said her companion. “How many millions of dollars have been wasted arguing that?”


    Jenny, a popular figure in the neighborhood who ran a nonprofit organization working with at-risk youth, jumped in. “Seriously. Those things are thousands of years old. Why does anyone care? It’s not like people still go to church—no offense, John.”


    “None taken, Jenny.”


    Sam, long-time resident and a deacon in the local Baptist church, piped up from his stool at the bar. “But they’re not just a religious symbol, are they? They’re a pretty weighty cultural symbol—if you’ll excuse my pun.”


    One of the baristas leaned around an espresso machine. “I read recently that whenever opinion polls are conducted about the Ten Commandments, 70 to 80 percent of Americans oppose removing them from public display. Yet at the same time only 40 percent of us can name more than four of them.”


    The other barista snorted. “Ha! Sounds like we know what they look like, but not what they are. How many could you name?” His friend shrugged.


    Jenny chimed in again, “If it makes you feel better, I remember watching Stephen Colbert interview some House Representative who was sponsoring a bill to display the Ten Commandments in public buildings. When Colbert asked him to name them, he managed three.”2


    “You see,” said Steve. “That’s what I’m talking about. Another bunch of do-gooders posturing for their constituents.”


    Will, a retired law professor, spoke up. “Let’s get back to your headline, Steve. To begin with, I wonder if spending $500,000 of taxpayers’ money on this breaks the commandment ‘Thou shalt not steal.’”


    Steve laughed. “Too right!”


    “But there has to be a reason for their choice to pursue this for so long at such cost,” Will responded. “It’s easy to dismiss these officials as misguided religious zealots or do-gooders, but that may be unfair. Perhaps they are motivated by religious beliefs, but I don’t think that’s true for everyone who’s in favor of posting them in courtrooms. I wonder if these kinds of lawsuits originate with people who have a deep sense that we’ve lost our way as a society.”


    A few people indicated their agreement with this sentiment.


    “For all our talk of personal freedoms in the land of the free, there seems to be a savage irony at work. We no longer feel free to walk the streets after dark without fear, or to let our kids play in the street during the day, or to let them do research for homework on the Internet for fear of what they will stumble across. We are in bondage to all manner of addictions. We are in debt up to our eyeballs in our free market economy. We have freedom of speech, but we are not free from increasingly—if not pervasively—being lied to, abused verbally, or mocked.”


    Steve shifted in his seat. “OK, sure. So?”


    “I wonder if the headline on the front page of the paper that has you all riled up has its roots in what lies on the pages inside. Why don’t you read us a few of those headlines.”


    Steve started to flick through the paper, his words punctuated by the rustling of the turning pages. “Copper Theft Set Stage for Blast”; “Teacher Accused of Sexual Contact with Student”; “Arsons Appear Linked”; “Deputy Allegedly Traded Rent for Sex”; “Politician Center of Attack Ads on Eve of Primary”; “Boyfriend Admits Abusing Baby”; “Meth Lab in Car.” A grim silence followed this litany of woe.


    “That’s why some of us stopped reading the paper, right?” Will continued. “And I wonder if that’s what motivates some of the drive to post the Ten Commandments in public spaces. This need to have something concrete to point to in the light of such headlines and say, ‘No—this is how we should treat each other.’ Because it’s hard to believe that we’re capable of doing those other things to each other.”


    “It wasn’t like that in my day,” Sam piped up. “When we were kids we played in the street all day. The only thing we were afraid of was getting in late for supper and getting a clip round the ear from our father. We knew right from wrong. I don’t know about posting the Ten Commandments in courthouses—maybe we should tattoo ’em on people’s foreheads.”


    This drew another round of laughter. Sam leaned forward. “Ah, but it’s not the knowing, is it? It’s the doing. When I was young, we all knew ’em—and did our best to keep ’em. So I’m all for getting back to the Ten Commandments—maybe those headlines would look a lot different if we did.”


    “That makes me think of a poem my mother taught me.” The attention shifted back to Jenny. “It’s by a British poet—I liked him because his poems were often short and easy to remember. This was always one of my favorites:


    
      These are the good old days.


      Just wait and see.”3

    


    Sam laughed.


    Jenny gestured earnestly. “For all our belief in progress, don’t we all sense that our common life is heading in the other direction? I love the kids I work with—they’re good kids. But you all know the kind of realities they live with, how hard it is for them to make the choices we wish they would make. I don’t think posting the Ten Commandments in courthouses—or even in schools for that matter—is going to change any of that.”


    “Truth be told,” said Sam, “I doubt if most of the people in my church could tell you all ten of the commandments. Even those who say they ought to play an important role in society.”


    “Why do you think that is?”


    “I don’t know. Because what they represent is more important to us than their actual content?” Sam paused. “Or maybe because most of us don’t have neighbors with asses to covet.” There was a moment of silence before Steve roared with laughter. When Sam caught on, his cheeks colored. He turned to John and said gruffly, “What do you think, pastor?”


    John, trying to hide a smile, turned the coffee mug in his hands as he thought. “I wonder if it’s because deep down, if we’re really honest, none of us likes to be told what to do. We really are quite fond of our personal freedom. Based on what I have observed of some of your driving habits, you consider the posted speed limit to be a suggestion rather than a rule. That is, until a police officer gives you an expensive lesson in hermeneutics.”4


    Sam laughed.


    “That must be a preacher joke,” observed Steve.


    “So,” continued John, “while we may agree in principle that we should have rules, that there should be sets of laws to help us all get along together in society, those rules are really for other people. Sure, we may have lost our way as a society—but that’s because of those people, right? People like us are not the problem. So I don’t need to be told what to do. As long as I’m not hurting anyone else, I should be free to do what I want. How many times have you heard people say something along those lines?”


    Jenny wondered aloud, “But aren’t these particular rules—the Ten Commandments—just a little out of date? Irrelevant, even? Take the one about the sabbath day. This idea of taking one day in seven to rest. What place does that have in a 24/7 culture? We can pretty much buy whatever we want, whenever we want.”


    “What about ‘Thou shalt not bear false witness’?” Steve chimed in. “That’s practically a national pastime when we’re filing our taxes. Although I prefer to call it ‘being creative with my accounting.’”


    “Then there’s ‘Honor thy father and mother,’” called out a high school senior listening at a nearby table with some friends. “How are you supposed to do that when they treat you like you’re still in diapers?” Another student said, “Yeah. Or when they’re total hypocrites.”


    “Or when they do something to you that is unforgiveable.” The conversation abruptly halted as Jenny said these words, a distant look on her face. Color rose in her cheeks as she realized she had spoken her thoughts out loud.


    Sam spoke into the awkward silence, “‘Thou shalt not kill’? Given that the last century was the bloodiest in human history, we’ve clearly given up on that one.”


    Steve leaped to his feet and walked over to the chalkboard. “Perhaps we should just scrap the Big Ten and come up with a new set of commandments that are a little more realistic.” He erased a few poems and a rather impressive caricature of one of the baristas. “I’ll get us started.” He looked at the teenagers and wrote, “Thou shalt not text while driving.”


    “Thou shalt not take up two parking spots with your big-ass pickup,” came the retort. Sam did a spit-take.


    One of the students looked at another across the table. “Thou shalt not end a relationship by text message.”


    The early morning crowd proceeded to fire off more suggestions, which Steve furiously scribbled up.


    A barista called out, “Thou shalt not abuse chalkboard privileges.”


    “And,” said John, “thou shalt not give someone the bird in the parking lot after church.”


    More laughter.


    John continued, “So we’re able to come up with some new commandments—a new list of rules. Because isn’t that how the majority of us have experienced the Ten Commandments? As a set of rules? Either rules that those people should keep, or rules that those people are trying to force on us. But rules, nonetheless. And as we’ve already noted, most of us don’t like being told what to do. I wonder if the way the church has tended to talk about the Ten Commandments has left many of us with the impression that God is just the cosmic killjoy.”


    Jenny said, “And when our entire economy is fueled by advertising designed to make us dissatisfied with what we have, when the most popular show on TV is American Idol, when adultery is still an essential plot line for the few remaining daytime soaps, when our home offices are filled with supplies stolen from our actual offices, what place do those words carved in stone millennia ago have today?”


    “Sounds like you can name more than the average person, Jenny!” said Will, with an admiring smile, which Jenny returned.


    “But John,” Sam chimed in, “didn’t Jesus come to do away with the law anyway? ‘For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.’”5


    John rubbed his chin. “Yes. And no.” Digging in his backpack for a moment, he pulled out a Bible and found the passage he was thinking about. “Jesus had this to say about that:


    Don’t suppose for a minute that I have come to demolish the Scriptures—either God’s Law, or the Prophets. I’m not here to demolish but to complete. I am going to put it all together, pull it all together in a vast panorama. God’s Law is more real and lasting than the stars in the sky and the ground at your feet. Long after stars burn out and earth wears out, God’s Law will be alive and working.


    Trivialize even the smallest item in God’s Law and you will only have trivialized yourself. But take it seriously, show the way for others, and you will find honor in the kingdom. Unless you do far better than the Pharisees in the matters of right living, you won’t know the first thing about entering the kingdom.”6


    John added, “For those Christians who claim to take the Ten Commandments seriously, as Jesus calls us to, I wonder if the truth is we don’t take them seriously enough. I wonder if we’re more like the Pharisees—the religious experts of Jesus’ day—when it comes to living them out. And to those of us who think they’re no longer important, Jesus says, ‘I’m not here to demolish the law but to complete it. Long after stars burn out and the earth wears out, God’s law will be alive and working.’ So apparently, even if we think they’re culturally irrelevant, we’re stuck with them. God has given us a bunch of rules to follow, and the bad news is most of us don’t even know what they are.”


    The scraping of chair legs signaled the departure of the students for school. One of them paused to say, “So they are just a bunch of rules then.” John smiled and shook his head. “No, I don’t think they’re just a bunch of rules. But speaking of rules, you’d better head across the street if you don’t want to start your week with a tardy.”


    As the teenagers left, Jenny leaned in. “Well if they’re not rules, what are they?” Sam indicated he was very interested in hearing John’s answer. John turned to Steve. “I don’t mean to hijack your rant.”


    Steve laughed. “It’s all good.” He bowed and handed John the chalk. “I yield the chalkboard to you.”


    “I’m not sure I’ll need it. But I do need another cup of coffee—why don’t we all do any necessary refilling or emptying, and then let’s see if we can’t approach these Ten Words from another angle.”
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    Coffee cups refilled, they took their seats again. John said, “How about we leave today’s troubles behind for a while and go back a few millennia in time? To the story of the exodus, which is one of my favorite stories. You’ve seen the old Charlton Heston movie, right?”


    Most of those listening in nodded.


    “Picture this scene. You’re part of a crowd of people standing at the foot of Mount Sinai. Your leader, Moses, goes up to talk to this God who has just set you free from slavery in Egypt, which has been your life’s story to this point. From first light to nightfall, life has been one of toil, of tedious, back-breaking labor, building the pyramids and the great cities of Egypt, building these stone tributes to the power and wealth of the Pharaohs. But then in the not-too-distant past, everything suddenly changed. The land of Egypt is swept with ten plagues, which pollute water, devastate crops, kill livestock and turn Egypt into a stinking cesspool. Then you’re told to gather in your homes and kill a lamb, splash its blood over the doorway so that the angel of death might pass over your family. Then in the middle of the night, you grab a cloak and some food and you leave the only home you’ve ever known to head out into the desert.” John took a swig of coffee before continuing.


    “You arrive at the Red Sea and turn to see the dust clouds thrown up by the wheels of Pharaoh’s chariots that are pursuing you to carry you back into slavery once more. Suddenly, there’s Moses raising his staff over the waters, and in amazement you watch as the water piles up on two sides, leaving a path for you to walk across to safety. But as you walk through on dry land, Pharaoh’s army follows you into the watery tunnel. As you reach the far side and turn to look, you watch God bring the sea down upon them and destroy the people who have oppressed you your whole life. Then you turn to follow Moses into the desert to who-knows-where, to find who-knows-what.”


    Steve interjected. “Hey, you’re pretty good at this stuff.” He grinned. “You should think about doing it professionally.”


    John laughed. “Thanks, Steve. I’ll bear that in mind.”


    “Now you’re standing at the base of the mountain and you hear the rumble of thunder; you know that this liberating God is speaking. You’re free, but in many ways you’re still a slave, because that’s been your identity since birth. You’ve been told what to do your whole life. Every minute of every day has been dictated to you by the Egyptians. And now suddenly you’re free—no one to tell you what to do. But you have absolutely no idea how to begin this brand new life that you have been given. As you look around, you realize that pretty much everyone else in the crowd is thinking the same thing that you are: Now what do we do? You never thought you’d be in this place. You have no idea where this place even is! You’re completely lost, you’re out in the desert, at the foot of some mountain, just a bunch of slaves who have seen this God do some amazing things, but now . . . What comes next?


    “You look up at the mountain. You hear the thunder and see the flashes of lightning among the black clouds, and you think to yourself, Moses is up there getting some new rules for us to live by. God’s telling Moses what we’re supposed to do—and judging by all that storming, we’re not going to like it very much. But when Moses finally comes down the mountain, this is what you hear:


    You have seen what I did to Egypt and how I carried you on eagles’ wings and brought you to me. If you will listen obediently to what I say and keep my covenant, out of all peoples you’ll be my special treasure. The whole Earth is mine to choose from, but you’re special: a kingdom of priests, a holy nation.7


    “Do you get what you expected, a bunch of rules? No, you get chosen. By God. The God who told Moses,


    I’ve taken a good, long look at the affliction of my people in Egypt. I’ve heard their cries for deliverance from their slave masters; I know all about their pain. And now I have come down to help them, pry them loose from the grip of Egypt, get them out of that country and bring them to a good land with wide-open spaces, a land lush with milk and honey.8


    “Instead of rules, God offers you a relationship, a covenant relationship. A marriage proposal, if you like. You hear words that make little if any sense to you at this stage in your life. ‘You’ll be a kingdom, you’ll be priests, you’ll be a holy nation.’ But you look around and all you see are slaves. There aren’t any kings here; there aren’t any priests here. And don’t you need land to be a nation? But you’re just somewhere in the desert. Then God’s words begin to sink in, and you hear them for what they truly are: the promise of an utterly different future than you could have dreamed of while enslaved in Egypt. You begin to realize that God is offering to adopt you, to make of you a brand new family, to look out over all the peoples of the earth and say, ‘I choose you to be my people. I choose you to make covenant with.’”


    John looked each of them in the eye. “And that covenant, I believe, is not a set of rules, even if that is how the church may have characterized the Ten Commandments. I believe the covenant is more like a set of practices that God invites the people to place at the very center of their lives. Practices given for the purpose of shaping the identity of God’s people when they’re lost in the desert and don’t know who they are. Practices that, if embraced, will transform them from slaves into human beings. Humans created in the image of God, the God who is now inviting them into God’s family. Humans who will experience the freedom we were created for.”


    Taking a swig of coffee, John looked at the thoughtful expressions on the others’ faces. Jenny asked the first question. “OK, let’s say you’re right, and these aren’t just a bunch of rules to live by. They’re a covenant.”


    “An invitation to a relationship,” Sam added.


    “Right, a relationship. A marriage proposal, didn’t you say?”


    John nodded.


    “Well,” Jenny continued, “I’m not married, but I’ve been to a bunch of weddings. And what I heard you say sounds very different than the wedding vows my friends made. This ‘proposal’ sounds very conditional: ‘If you keep my covenant, you will be my people.’ Doesn’t sound very ‘til death us do part.’”


    Sam said, “That’s right—that is what it sounds like. But why wouldn’t it sound like that? Just about every relationship I’ve ever had has been conditional. Starting way back in kindergarten. ‘If you let me play with your toys, I’ll be your friend.’ And then it just continues throughout our lives.”


    Steve said, “Like those kids over there earlier. I’ve overheard one say, ‘I’ll date you exclusively if you have sex with me.’” He shook his head.


    “If you only drink on the weekends, then I won’t leave you.” They looked at Jenny. “That’s what Mom told my dad, or some variant on that theme, like, a hundred times. Or Dad, to me, ‘If you go to that college, I’ll pay your tuition.’ We call it love, but it’s really just selfishness. It’s about giving something to get something. It’s about control. How are the Ten Commandments any different than that? ‘Keep this covenant and you’ll be mine.’” She paused. “But let me down and it’s all over.” Her eyes dropped to her coffee mug.


    John waited until she looked up again. “I know that’s what this sounds like. And maybe that is what’s going on in the desert—the offer of a conditional relationship. The threat to end it if they don’t keep their end of the deal. But what if it’s not a threat? What if it is a promise?”


    Jenny frowned. “What do you mean?”


    “What if God is saying, ‘If you keep covenant with me, if you do these things, then you will be my people. You’ll be a people that reflect who I am to those around you.’ I wonder if it’s not so much God who reveals to us the Ten Commandments, but the Ten Commandments that reveal God to us.9 ‘If you keep these practices, then you will see in yourselves—and each other—the image of God that was almost wiped out through years of slavery. And you won’t be slaves to anything again. Not even to yourselves. You will be truly free. If you keep my covenant, you will be my people.’”


    “I think I get what you’re saying,” Jenny observed. “But the commandments themselves—Thou shalt not—that still sounds like a rule to me.”


    Will spoke up, “Here’s something I find interesting, Jenny. In the Bible, what we call the Ten Commandments are only referred to as ‘commandments’ once.10 Every other time they’re talked about, they’re referred to as ‘the Ten Words,’ the Ten Words that God spoke to God’s people. That’s why we sometimes call them ‘the Decalogue’—from the Greek words for ‘ten’ and ‘word,’ deka and logos. They’re not commandments in the usual sense, as there’s no punishment listed for breaking them.”


    “Right,” said John. “That’s another reason why I believe these words are not a list of rules but are instead practices that God invites us to take up in our lives. Practices God has given us to shape our lives and to shape our communities. Practices given to protect us from ourselves, to save us from our darkest impulses. The impulses that got shaped in us when we were slaves, just like those folks standing in the desert. The impulses that lead to the headlines Steve read aloud from today’s paper.”


    “I wonder if we’re not much different from that crowd gathered there thousands of years ago,” John went on. “In many ways we’re just a bunch of slaves. Our identity has been shaped by the things we’ve become enslaved to, whether voluntarily or not. Things like our addictions and compulsions. Our need to consume, to acquire, to know how we stack up against everyone else. Our perfectionism. Our need to be right.


    “Even our religion, which instead of setting us free, has made us slaves to all the hoops we’re required to jump through in order to be acceptable to God—even as we’re told that God loves us un­conditionally. All these things have power over us. They control us, whether we like it or not, and whether we’re willing to admit it or not. We need to be set free.” John paused. “I know that’s true for me.”


    “That’s my conviction,” said John. “The Ten Commandments really are Ten Words. Ten Words that can bring life, that can breathe life into us as we adopt them together. I used to see them as coming from a God with a hand raised, just waiting to give me the back of it when I messed up. But today I believe they come from a God who extends a hand of friendship to us and says, ‘Will you receive these Ten Words as my gift to you, that you might learn how to live together as I always intended?’ A God who says, ‘Do these things and they will set you free. They aren’t a bunch of rules; they are the path to freedom. Adopt these practices and you will discover how to love yourself, how to love others and how to love me.’”


    Sam interjected, “Which sounds a lot like how Jesus summed up the Ten Commandments: ‘Love God, and love your neighbor as yourself.’”11


    “Exactly!” responded John. “The Ten Words begin with, ‘I am the Lord your God’ and they end with ‘your neighbor.’ Between these two words lies the description of what it means to love God and neighbor. ‘Do these and you will be my people: adopt these practices and I will be your God. Adopt these practices, these Ten Words, and they will guide you toward relationships that are built on trust and not on fear; trust of God and trust of each other.’ Maybe they’re not only a word of hope for us as individuals or for the church, but also for a society that has profoundly lost its way.”


    Steve picked up his paper. “So you think these Ten Words can somehow magically stop all the stuff we read about in here? That I can stop worrying about someone ruining my A/C unit to get the copper, or that I don’t have to jump every time a car backfires because I think another person is getting shot in my neighborhood?”


    John responded, “No, Steve, I’m not saying that. The Ten Words won’t somehow magically protect us from evil. But the Ten Words may protect us from committing evil. If my friends in Alcoholics Anonymous have taught me one thing, it’s this: we can only take care of our side of the street. We cannot control what other people do.


    “Like I said, the Ten Words check our darker impulses, our slave impulses. They warn us that if we choose to nurture those impulses they might bring about terrible consequences. Because the painful truth is this: no matter what we do, we cannot control life. We cannot save ourselves from the very things we find in these Ten Words: betrayal, theft, envy, greed, deception, even murder. We can’t save ourselves from those things happening to us. Nor can we save ourselves from the very impulses that might cause us to violate these Ten Words and commit acts that wound people deeply. I really believe all of us are capable of such violations. Some of us have done so in the past. I certainly have.”


    John looked around the circle of faces. “Some of us might be doing so right now. And those violations leave deep, lifelong wounds. You and I know that they tear the heart out of friendships, out of marriages, out of communities, out of churches. My guess is that most of us have been wounded profoundly in at least one of these ways, and we continue to feel the pain of them deeply.”


    John looked up to see that several others had been listening in on the conversation. There was a palpable heaviness in their corner of the coffee shop. “Saint Augustine said, ‘Love God and then do what you like.’ We say, ‘Do what you like.’”


    Steve looked at John. “And then spend the rest of our lives wondering, Why don’t I like what I do?”
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    John clapped his hands together. “I’ve got an idea. I’ve been thinking about the next sermon series I want to preach for my community. I’ve never preached on the Ten Commandments.” He looked at Steve. “Mostly because I’m not sure how people would react, for all the reasons we’ve been talking about this morning. But why not? After all, I’ve obviously got some pretty strong opinions about them—mostly because of the less-than-helpful ways we tend to approach them.”


    “That’s great, preacher,” said Steve. “Just don’t expect to see me front and center on Sunday mornings.” Steve’s declaration lifted the mood, and John joined in the laughter.


    “I wouldn’t expect to, Steve.” John picked up the paper and waved it around. “I imagine you’ll be preaching to your own congregation right here!” Jenny groaned loudly, and the whole group broke out laughing. Steve took it in stride, tipping his hat to Jenny and standing for another bow.


    “But that’s not my idea,” continued John. “I’m not asking you to come and listen to the sermons. I’m asking you to help me prepare them. To ask questions. To tell me where these Ten Words intersect with your life, regardless of what you think about them or what other people say about them. Because even though the Ten Words were spoken to the crowd gathered at Mount Sinai, they were addressed in the second person singular: You. The God who has set them free and wants them to live in freedom, speaks to each person gathered there directly. These are words that meet me right where I live, telling me what to do with my stuff, with my relationships, with my genitals.”


    “Awk-ward,” said Jenny.


    John laughed. “Yet while the crowd is addressed as individuals, it is not as individuals that they will practice—or not—these Ten Words. It is only as the community adopts them that we will understand what they mean. Because left to my own devices, I am fully capable of understanding them in ways that make little or no demand on my life, leaving me like a Pharisee, feeling confident about my own righteousness while condemning others. Which I think is what really gets your goat, right, Steve?”


    “Absolutely. It’s like you said, spending $500,000 of taxpayers’ money for the right to post ‘Thou shall not steal’ in your courthouse seems pretty hypocritical to me.”


    “Right. So, what do you say? Most of us are here when the door opens on Monday mornings—how about we spend an hour or so talking through one of the Ten Words every week.” John looked each of them in the eye. “I’m serious—you would really help me.”


    “Sounds good to me,” said Sam.


    “And me,” said Jenny.


    They looked at Steve. “Are you sure you want my opinionated self in the mix?”


    John punched him on the shoulder. “Of course. Who else is going to keep me on the straight and narrow?”


    “OK, I’m in. But I reserve the right to do some research ahead of time. So what’s the first word?”


    John picked up his Bible.


    
      I am GOD, your God,


      who brought you out of the land of Egypt,


      out of a life of slavery.12

    


    “Well, if you start there,” observed Steve, “you’re going to lose me from the get-go. Seeing as how I’m not convinced there is a God.”


    “I’ll tell you what, Steve. Are you convinced that people are dissatisfied with what they have?”


    Steve snorted. “Convinced? Our whole economy is fueled by people dissatisfied with what they have!”


    “Well why don’t we start there then, with the Tenth Word, and then work our way back to the First Word.13 I imagine you might have something to say about ‘coveting your neighbor’s ass.’”


    This time Sam joined in the laughter.


    Steve said, “All right, preacher. It’s a deal. Next Monday at 7. And how about you find some of your church folk to bring too—I’d be interested in what the amateurs have to say, as well as your professional self.”


    “That’s an interesting way of putting it, Steve. You’re on. I know a few folk who will show up for anything if there’s coffee involved. And regardless of how the sermons turn out, it will probably do me good to start the week with a little intellectual conversation . . . and some soul searching. Feel free to invite anyone else you think might be up for a little of that!”


    Sam stretched and asked for a cup to go. Jenny opened her laptop and returned to the grant proposal she had barely enough time to write. Today’s conversation had been interesting, but she wondered if she had time for ten weeks of conversation about something that had little bearing on her life. And why had she said that stuff about her family? Steve returned to the paper, clearly satisfied with the morning’s conversation and eager to mix it up in the weeks to come. John was already second-guessing himself. But he recognized he also felt invigorated in a way he hadn’t for quite some time. As John walked out, Will said, “Should be an interesting few weeks, my friend.”


    “We’ll see,” said John. “We’ll see.”
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    From Envy to Contentment


    The Tenth Word


     


    The best minds of my generation are thinking about how to make people click on ads.


    JEFF HAMMERBACHER


    If I hadn’t seen such riches I could live with being poor.


    JAMES, “SIT DOWN”


    You shall not covet your neighbor’s house;you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife or his male servant or female servant or his ox or his donkey or anything that belongs to your neighbor.


    EXODUS 20:17


    John removed his motorcycle helmet, a grin stretching from ear to ear. It had been a brisk if short ride to the coffee shop. As he walked across the parking lot, he saw Steve sitting across from Will at one of the tables outside, smoking a cigarette and reading the paper.


    “Morning, Steve. Morning, Will.”


    Steve looked up. “Morning, preacher! You’re looking mighty pleased with yourself.”


    Will laughed. “Of course he does. He’s got beautiful weather for his day off.”


    Steve looked from one to the other. “So you guys know each other, then?”


    Will replied, “Oh, John and I go way back. I could tell you all kinds of stories about the preacher here.”


    Steve looked back at John. “I’m all ears!”


    “I’m sure you are, Steve,” said John. “But how about you let me get a cup of coffee first.”


    “We’ll be coming in right behind you—but only after I’ve heard at least one story.” Steve turned back to Will, who looked at John and shrugged. John smiled, then noticed a familiar car pulling into the parking lot. He walked across to greet the occupants as they got out.


    “Hi, Rick. Hey, Carlos. Thanks for coming. Ready for that first cup of coffee of the day?”


    The driver, a stout figure with a salt-and-pepper beard, snorted. “Hardly! I’ve already seen off a pot at home.” He looked at the young man beside him, who was yawning and running his fingers through matted hair. “Although I imagine mister bedhead here could use a cup.”


    Carlos gave him a mock scowl. “Especially if you’re buying, old man.”


    “Hey, I gave you a ride. You’re the one buying the coffee.” Throwing an arm around the young man’s shoulders, Rick steered him toward the door. “I’ll even let you buy me a bagel!”


    John started to walk over with them, but then spotted Jenny riding up on her bicycle. As he walked across to greet her, a car pulled in and the driver honked. John looked up, and when he saw the loud print of the occupant’s dress, he smiled.


    “Morning, Jenny. If Sam’s seated at the bar, I think the gang’s all here.”


    Jenny pulled her bag out of a pannier, and then locked her bike. Swinging the bag over her shoulder, she said, “Well, let’s go find a table.”


    The last arrival walked across to them, and John said to her, “Did you choose the dress to match your hair color, or dye your hair to match the dress?”


    The woman twirled around. “I don’t recall which came first. But don’t I look fabulous?”


    Jenny laughed, as did John. “As fabulous as always, Sarah. Glad you could join us.”


    Sarah looked at Jenny. “And who is this beautiful young lady?”


    “I’m Jenny.”


    “And I’m Sarah. Delighted to meet you.”


    John grabbed his helmet off the table as they made their way to the door, and held the door open for them before entering with a spring in his step.
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    Sam was seated on his usual stool at the bar. He had pulled a couple of tables together next to him. John, steaming cup of coffee in hand, walked up to the group now seated there, and seven faces turned to greet him. Sam said, “We’ve all introduced ourselves, so now it’s over to you, John.”


    “Thanks so much for coming.” He took the seat that Steve held out for him. “I must confess, I’ve really been looking forward to this morning, and I’m so glad you all came. I know most of you have jobs to get to, so I’ll try to keep our conversation to an hour or thereabouts. How about we jump right in, and I’ll read the Tenth Word to remind us where we’re starting out?” He pulled his Bible out of an inside jacket pocket.


    No lusting after your neighbor’s house—or wife or servant or maid or ox or donkey. Don’t set your heart on anything that is your neighbor’s.1


    As he put the Bible down on the table, the group looked at him expectantly. “Do you remember the London riots in the summer of 2011?”


    “Of course,” said Steve, “it was all over the news here.”


    John continued, “I was making breakfast for my family one morning that week and listening to the BBC World Service’s News­­hour. For several nights the riots had struck different parts of London and other major cities in the United Kingdom. I was wondering if the violence affected any of my friends who live there. As I listened, the newscaster described the violence, property destruction and looting. With sirens wailing in the background, a reporter interviewed a young girl. The conversation went something like this.


    
      ‘Why are you out here doing this?’


      ‘To show the police and the rich that we can do what we like.’


      ‘Who are the rich?’


      ‘You know, people with money. People who own businesses.’


      ‘That’s why you’re stealing from them?’


      ‘Yeah, to show them we can do what we like.’

    


    “At the time commentators seemed at a loss to explain why this was happening. Unlike the Occupy Wall Street movement that started a little later here in the United States, these riots didn’t appear to be rooted in political protest or social unrest. There were no marches, no banners or placards with slogans. No one was giving speeches. It was just mobs of mostly young people looting, smashing windows and burning cars. People were destroying property and taking what they wanted, ‘to show them we can do what we like.’”


    Sam snorted, “And what they liked, apparently, was other people’s stuff.”


    “Either as something to take for themselves,” added Steve, “or to destroy so that other people no longer had it.”


    John nodded, “Right. I remember thinking at the time that after the streets had been swept clear of broken glass, after the last op-ed piece had been written and the numerous explanations had been offered, what we were left with was a graphic example of why we’ve been given the Tenth Word, and the consequences of ignoring it.”


    Sam said, “Absolutely. They were just a bunch of thugs. ­Hooligans—isn’t that what they call them over there? Opportunists. No respect for other people’s property.”


    “I must confess that I had similar thoughts as I scrambled the eggs for breakfast that morning,” offered John. “I opened up some distance between myself and the mob, and was enjoying a sense of moral superiority. ‘How can people do such things?’


    “But when that thought about the Tenth Word popped into my head, all my moral indignation went out the window.” John leaned forward. “You see, while I may not have been in the mob stealing and looting, nor, tragically, taking someone’s life, I think such behavior does have its roots in the Tenth Word—’You shall not covet.’ And coveting is something I’m well acquainted with. I imagine that the young woman interviewed on the radio didn’t wake up one day and just decide, I think I’ll destroy some property today. I think I’ll steal some stuff tonight. Nor did someone wake up and say, When I hit the streets tonight, I think I’ll kill anyone who gets in my way. The behavior of the mob, which we condemn, began with a desire. A desire I’m all too familiar with.


    “I’ve had my old Harley out there,” pointing his thumb toward the parking lot, “for twenty years.”


    Will interjected, “And it looks like it.”


    “I know it does,” John shot back. “When I wheeled it out of the garage this morning, it was its usual temperamental self and took a while to get started. But as I rode over here I wasn’t thinking about how beat up it looks. Or how I sometimes have to bump start it on cold mornings. I was just enjoying the beautiful morning and the brisk air on my face. And later on I’ll feel those same things as I ride out into the country and maybe get my knee down around a few bends.”


    He paused. “But then I’ll stop at my favorite little diner for lunch, and I’ll pull up next to the cook’s custom Night Train.”


    Jenny and Sam looked confused. Will said, “That’s his dream bike.”


    “Right, sorry,” said John. “Anyway, I’ll get off my bike, and chances are I’ll look at his ride and then down at mine, and some of the shine will get taken off the day. On my best days I’ll just feel a twinge of jealousy. On my worst . . .”


    Steve spoke up, “You’re not the only one, preacher. I feel that way about my neighbor’s car. It’s all I can do to keep mine on the road. He seems to switch his out every other month.” He looked around the group. “What about you all? What do you covet?”


    “For me,” said Rick, “it’s my buddy’s golf swing. I know it sounds stupid, but as much as I love the guy, when we play golf, more often than not I’m hoping he has a bad game rather than that I’ll have a good one.”


    “My best friend’s family.” The attention turned to Jenny. “I love and hate being over there for dinner—it reminds me of everything I don’t have in my own.”


    “Clothes,” said Sarah. “Specifically, my sister’s wardrobe. And, if I’m honest, the body it’s displayed on.”


    “The way my family idolizes my brother.” Carlos looked down. “I guess he’ll always be the good son, and I’ll always be the screwup.”


    There was an awkward silence, which Will broke. “It wouldn’t surprise me to discover that your brother is envious of you.” Carlos looked at him questioningly. “Being the ‘good son’ can be a heavy burden to bear,” observed Will. The look on Carlos’s face suggested he wasn’t convinced.


    Will turned to the wider group. “There’s so much to envy, isn’t there? Houses. Careers. Marriages. Children. Education. Beauty. Athletic ability. Physique. Skin. Hair. Talent. Good fortune.”


    “Mabel Lewis’s Sunday school attendance record.” Everyone looked at Sam. He shrugged. “Hey, nobody’s perfect.” They all laughed.


    “OK,” said John. “Back to the London riots. My guess is, Sam, that many of the people who hit the streets during those nights envied what other people had, which they saw was beyond their own reach. And so when the opportunity came to obtain the object of their desire, they reached out and took it—literally. And the frustration they felt was poured out in destruction of property.”


    “But . . .” began Sam.


    John interrupted, “I’m not trying to justify their behavior. But that behavior began with the same feelings you and I have just admitted to. We may not be as different from the mob as we like to think we are.”


    He turned to the whole group. “Can I bounce some of the stuff off you I’ve been thinking about the Tenth Word?”


    “That’s why we’re here, right?” said Steve.


    “OK. It seems to me that covetousness—or envy—is a good place to start thinking about the Ten Words. Coveting opens the door to so much of what the other nine Words prohibit. Envying our neighbor’s stuff can lead to stealing it—if not from our neighbor, from somewhere else. It can even lead to murder. Obtaining credit to purchase what we covet may involve deception.”


    “Yes, mister loan officer,” said Steve. “Those numbers are solid.”


    Jenny added, “And it’s not just from our side. ‘Low APR’? Sure, till you miss a payment. ‘Only 10 Easy Payments’? I’ve never made an easy payment in my life!”


    John nodded. “Coveting our neighbor’s spouse may lead to adultery. The Tenth Word opens up the world of all our disordered desires and all their repercussions. Here’s the key, I think. The problem is not with desire itself. It’s with the object of our desire: that which belongs to our neighbor. As the Book says, God may have made us a little lower than the angels, but our concern seems to be to climb a little higher than the Joneses. We become envious. My friend Matt defines envy with this equation.” John stood and wrote on the chalkboard.


    
      Envy = Desire + Resentment

    


    Sarah laughed. “I’m going to have to remember that!”


    Carlos elbowed Rick. “And remember, resentment is the number one offender, ‘Tiger.’”2


    Sam said, “So what you’re saying is that it’s not wrong that we want something. It’s that we want it because our neighbor has it, and we resent them for having it.”


    “Exactly,” said John. “We’re jealous. We wonder, How come they get to have that and I don’t? Something that is quite ordinary, say, a lawnmower, suddenly becomes extraordinary if our neighbor purchases a new one—especially if it’s a ride-on. The problem is not primarily that I see him riding his mower and it makes me jealous: the problem is that I see him as my competitor and not my neighbor.”3


    “So,” said Steve, “instead of being pleased for him, I resent him. Either because he has one and I don’t, or because now that means I have to buy one.”


    Jenny spoke up, “That shouldn’t surprise us though, right? Our entire economy relies on this dynamic. From the moment we’re born, our desires are being shaped and molded by the world around us. And the world around us encourages us to covet—to want what other people have that we don’t. We read magazines full of beautiful, shiny people who drive beautiful, shiny cars and have beautiful, shiny things, and we want what they have. We may love to sing ‘America the Beautiful,’ but we struggle to catch a glimpse of it between the billboards that litter the landscape. Advertising is a major national industry.”


    Will chimed in, “You could almost argue that it’s a religion, in that it deals with questions of meaning and identity. Its high priests live on Madison Avenue, and we flock to the temple to worship the gods they bring to us—and get mad when we have to park in the furthest corner of the parking lot of the mall before completing our pilgrimage. Americans live with more abundance than at any time in history, and yet we’re increasingly dissatisfied with what we have.”


    “And,” added John, “that abundance actually fuels our dissatisfaction. The more things we have to compare with our neighbor, the more opportunities we have to come up short. Even if we get to the point where we have all that we could possibly want, the omnipresent advertising industry is there to fuel our seemingly insatiable desires.”


    Steve said, “My favorite news magazine has a section called ‘And for those who have everything . . .’ which features some absolutely ludicrous products. Which suggests to me that none of us will ever think we have ‘everything.’”


    John said, “Our economy is driven by covetousness. If we’re not working more hours, we won’t be able to buy more stuff, and if we’re not buying more stuff, then the economy is going to lag. It’s practically our patriotic duty to shop—on credit if necessary. And, until the recent global recession, it has always felt necessary. We are a nation of consumers.”


    Sam piped up, “Ain’t that the truth. The days are long gone when we walked into the general store with our list of what we actually needed, gave it to the employee who walked into the back and came back with those items in a sack for us to buy. Some bright spark at Woolworth’s came up with the idea of putting the merchandise out front where we could see it, touch it, smell it—desire it. And the rest, as they say, is history.”
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