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“Man is born free, but everywhere he is in chains.”  Does anyone know who said that?  It’s the way Jean-Jacques Rousseau begins the first chapter of his classic work of political philosophy “The Social Contract”.  It’s a quote that has stuck in my memory because it was also the first sentence in the toast that my brother-in-law, Tom Davidoff, made on the night of my wedding.  Tom was quick to make the connection between the chains Rousseau is referring to and me, who he lovingly referred to as his brother’s “ball and chain”.  He went on to give the wedding party a quick political science lecture.  Rousseau understood that in order for communities to prosper, individual freedom has to be constrained.  He looked around his mid-eighteenth century world and saw governments everywhere that ruled through force and oppression.  He suggested that a different kind of community was possible, on where freedom was not the enemy of the state, but where it was a considered a collective good, something that the state can safeguard and enhance.  That government would be guided, Rousseau suggested, by a “social contract”, a covenant between the people and the state.  


Tom’s wedding toast got a bit academic, and people’s eyes started to glaze over, much as yours are doing now.  But he made a point that has stuck with me.  Freedom and community do not necessarily have to compete with each other.  It is possible to build a community (or a marriage, or a family) where freedom is valued, protected, guided and enhanced.  Rousseau believed in free states not because individuals hate to be constrained, but because freedom can be a collective good.


During Lent this year, we’ve been reflecting on some stories in the Hebrew Bible that are the roots for much of what Jesus did and taught.  These stories—the story of Noah and the ark, the story of God and Abraham—tell of a relationship between God and human beings which evolves and grows, and which is expressed in an evolving, growing covenant, or contract, between God and creation.  We have another such story today—the story of the covenant between God and the Israelite people which is made out in the middle of the desert, after God has liberated the Israelites from slavery in Egypt.  The covenant between God and creation, which began with Noah, now is described further with the Ten Commandments.


You know the story—it’s one of the Bible’s best hits.  Even if you haven’t read the book, you’ve probably seen the movie.  The Israelites were slaves of the Pharaoh in Egypt for many generations, until God heard their cries and called Moses to lead them out of captivity and into the Promised Land.  It took some time, and a bunch of unpleasant plagues, but they finally got out, made it through the Red Sea, ate some manna, got water from a rock, and now here they are, out in the middle of the desert, at the foot of a mountain called Sinai.  Moses goes up to the top of the mountain, has a talk with God, and receives the Ten Commandments.  So our reading today from Exodus is one more chapter in an on-going story.  


It’s hard to shake that story out of the Ten Commandments—just look at our scripture reading this morning, from Exodus.  The commandments begin “I am the Lord your God who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.”  They begin not with any instruction of what to do or what not to do, but with a reminder that the covenant God is about to detail began with liberation.  It’s rooted in freedom.


But somehow, most of the time that we talk about the Ten Commandments, we forget about their story.  We talk about them as if they were an abstraction we could have derived by logic, or deduced with a mathematical formula.  And as soon as we do that, we stop talking about them as roots and start talking about them as stones.  Notice how often they are described as a “foundation”—which is to say, solid rock on which you could build a skyscraper or a legal code or a country.  We even picture them that way—inscribed not on tablets that an old man could carry down a mountain, but on hulking granite monuments like the 5,000-pounder the chief justice of the Alabama Supreme Court installed in front of his court house.


 What would it mean to take these commandments off of the monuments and put them back where we first found them—in the middle of a story of a growing, dynamic relationship between God and humankind, a relationship that is rooted, not in the constraining “Thou Shalt Nots” of the law but in the amazing grace of liberation?


The only way I can think of to answer that question is by talking about marriage.  My marriage, like all marriages, has rules.  Some of these rules are ones that Dan and I have agreed on as we’ve created our life together—like the rule that he’s the one in charge of doing the taxes, and the rule that I’m going to go hiking, without complaining, whether I want to or not.  But there are also some rules that we agreed to at the outset, like the rule that we will be faithful to each other.  


Sometimes, these rules really feel constraining and constricting.  We follow them, not because we feel like it, but because we know that we’ve signed a contract with each other, and that these are the terms.  Dan’s been known to mutter to himself while searching the house for my W-4’s, and I’ve done more than my share of muttering under my breath as I struggle up a rocky, bug-infested trail.  And fidelity?  Well, I know I’ve grumbled about that rule too.


But when our marriage is going well, when we’ve given it time and attention, when it feels vital and alive, the rules don’t feel like rules.  They don’t feel constraining.  They feel, in fact, like the ways we express our love for each other.  When I’m connected to our relationship, my faithfulness to Dan is an easy expression of who we are for each other.  And in a funny way, so is doing the taxes, and so is hiking.  We are people who give generously of our gifts and skills with each other.  We are people who share each other’s passions and joys.


What if we read the Ten Commandments the same way?  What if we saw them not as criteria which must be met before any relationship with God is possible, but instead as expressions of our relationship with God which began with God’s advocacy for us against all oppression, and God’s graceful work towards our liberation?  If we rooted these commandments back in the story of how Moses came to receive them, I wonder if we might experience them not as restrictions, but as spiritual tools?  Maybe these are ways for us to check in with how our relationship with God is going?  Is it alive and active in our lives?  Is it rooted in God’s life-giving and life-saving work on our behalf?  If it is, then here is what our lives will look like.


Go through the Ten Commandments and read them this way, and I think you’ll find that some of those commandments that have seemed irrelevant or lifeless to you before will start to come alive.  For example, think about the commandment against taking the Lord’s name in vain.  That’s one that any number of us ignore without even feeling guilty about it.  But I wonder, when our relationship with the divine is full and vital, perhaps the words “God” or “Jesus Christ” take on a richer, fuller meaning, and we don’t want to toss them around anymore, especially not in anger or as part of an insult.  


Or consider our most violated commandment—the commandment to honor the Sabbath day.  I know that in my married life, when things are going well, Dan and I don’t have to make our selves spend time together.  We want to be together, and find it easy to limit work and other demands so that we have time with each other.  Maybe the same holds true for our relationship with God.  When we aren’t that invested in the relationship, it seems like a rule, like an unnecessary, old-fashioned prohibition of doing things that are really a lot of fun.  But when we are invested in our relationship with God, we find ourselves yearning for more time to focus on our spiritual lives, alone or in community.  This commandment stops being a prohibition and starts being an invitation to make more of our time holy, even the fun times.


I will leave you there, but invite you to continue this re-reading of the Ten Commandments on your own this week.  Which of these commandments is a struggle for you?  Can you discern in that some indication of where you are struggling, not just in your relationship with your neighbor or your spouse or your community, but with God?  Which of these commandments comes easy for you?  Which one have you grown into over time?  See there an indication that your life is connected to God, and that God has blessed you.


Friends, our life in God has deep and vital roots.  We are rooted in the story of a dynamic, growing, life-giving covenant.  Let us sink our roots deeper into that story so that we might grow taller and stronger and bear good fruit in this hurting world.  Amen.
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