
Sermon for October 29, 2017 – Baptism Sunday
Sermon Texts:
Ruth 1: 1-18
Mark 12: 28-34

Hebrews 9: 11-14

Sermon Title:
“They Didn’t Come with an Instruction Manual”

Sermon Topic:
Making decisions in the ambiguous situations of life.
Sermon Purpose:  To teach that loving God and loving our neighbor, coupled with the Ten Commandments, is the only guidance we need in dealing with life.
…...................................

Sermon Prayer: 
Holy Creator and God of all that is, seen and unseen, guide our hearts and minds as we seek your will, this day and always.  In Jesus’ name, we pray.  Amen.
Modern “Owner’s Manuals” and “Instruction Manuals” are wonderful things.  Many times you don’t even have to know how to read. You buy a new stereo system (or what have you) and you have this marvelous little picture booklet telling you what to do to set it up so you can get the most out of it.  Someone thought ahead and wrote down for you just what you need to do to be successful in setting it up.  You have deep, rich tones and vibrant colors.  You have surround sound that makes you think you’re in the midst of that thunderstorm or that the ground is actually quaking underneath you.

We have instruction manuals to help us get started with just about everything in life.  Some are in an actual booklet, while others are on-line.
My father-in-law and I were always good friends.  I think it’s safe to say we loved each other.  But there was one thing for which I can never forgive my father-in-law and I told him so on a few occasions.  I can never forgive him for not giving me an “instruction manual” on how to deal with Suzan when she gets upset with me.  His response to me was always: “I didn’t get one for her mother.  What makes you think you should get one for her?”
Now, I know for a fact my mother gave Suzan a few instructions on how to deal with me, after we were married.  I once happened to overhear my mother telling Suzan, “Don’t worry about it.  Ignore him.  He’ll come around after a while.”  
There are other times in our lives when we may want an “Instruction Manual:” when our children are small and unable to tell us what’s wrong, when they get to be teenagers and we’re not sure how to deal with each other, when our parents are older and set in their ways and we have to cope with “role reversal,” or when we grow older and we have to cope with the “role reversal” with our children.  Wouldn’t it be great to just be able to sit down, open the “Instruction Manual,” find the right page, and follow the directions for the perfect outcome?  Wouldn’t that be a marvelous thing to happen?

There have been times when some people have said, “Ah!  But you do have an instruction manual for life!  You have the Ten Commandments!”

Well, that’s true, but is that specific enough to our needs?  Have you ever wished God had given us more than 10 commandments?

If you’re like me, your first reaction might be, “Oh, please, I haven’t always been able to live up to all ten of the ones we’ve got.”

But if you think about it, you’ll probably agree that it would be useful to have a definitive word from God on some subjects about which even Christians sometimes disagree.

For example: there are sincere Christians on both sides of the debate over gun control, gambling, social drinking, abortion and planned parenthood, stem cell research, and a host of other hot topics in our society.
But even beyond those heavy issues, we know what it’s like to find ourselves in complicated circumstances with no clear guidance from God about exactly what’s right in that situation.  For example:

· What’s the proper discipline for a child after s/he has misbehaved?

· What should we do about someone we saw steal something from work?

· How should we handle our children’s demands to be allowed to do things we’re uneasy about, but which other parents are letting their children do?

· How should we react when our spouse is cranky day in and day out?

You get the idea.  Some of the dilemmas are ethical and some are simply about the practicalities of living.  In each of these circumstances, while the difficulties would not dissolve, having an explicit directive from God would at least eliminate our ambivalence about what we should do.

We’ve been put here in a beautiful but complicated world and told to live righteously.  Our lives are loaded with possibilities, but we haven’t been given any manual for guidance.  While we do have some rather broad principles from the Bible and the example of Jesus, for the daily circumstances of our lives, we often have to figure out right and wrong by deduction from the few larger guidelines.  And there we don’t always agree on the actions.  We handle a lot of things without training or instruction.  We muddle through, of course, and eventually we learn some things by doing, but new situations keep popping up: events for which we are unprepared.
For example, have you ever been in a situation where it seemed the best thing to do was to tell a so-called “white lie?”  Wouldn’t it be good to have some clear word from God on that?  Several years ago, a pastor received a phone call from a hospital informing him that a woman from his congregation had been in a serious automobile accident.  When the pastor arrived at the hospital, the nurse told him that the woman’s brother, who had been driving the car, had been killed in the crash.  The nurse urged the pastor not to tell the woman about her brother because she was too weak to sustain the shock.  The pastor then visited and prayed with the woman.  Before he left her, she asked, “How is my brother?”  Is he dead?”  The pastor replied, “No, he’s not dead.  He’s here in the hospital.”
The pastor, however, felt as though he was betraying his parishioner by not telling her the truth, no matter how well-meaning his motive.  He agonized for some time about the deception.  In time, the woman recovered, and the pastor went to see her, prepared to explain his lie.  Before he could do that, the woman said, “There’s something I must tell you.  Somehow I knew my brother had been killed, but I was comforted that you were willing to do what you did for my sake.  Thank you for your kindness and understanding.”

A woman tells how in a similar situation, she made a different decision.  Her sister was killed in a crash, and her injured brother-in-law asked her about his wife.  The woman hesitated, but decided to tell the truth.  It hit the man hard, but he later thanked her for her honesty and said it helped him to deal with reality.

In those two situations, the news bearers made opposite decisions, and it seems they were both right under the separate set of circumstances.  But they had to blindly feel their way along.  There was no step-by-step booklet to guide them.  In our marriages, in handling our children, in our, at work, even in our leisure lives, it is not uncommon to run into circumstances where we wish we knew for sure what to do.

Centuries ago, when Solomon was ascending the throne of Israel, he had a dream that God offered to grant him a request.  Solomon prayed, “Give your servant an understanding mind to govern your people, able to discern between good and evil; for who can govern this, your great people?”
  That was a good request, which, according to the Bible, pleased God.  But it also tells us that this concern for clear guidance in difficult areas has been around a long time.
Well, what can we do about it?  The first thing is to acknowledge that while we don’t possess instructions for every situation, we do have the broad principles of right living from the Bible.
Do you know the word “casuistry?”  It comes from the Latin word casus, which means “case.”  Casuistry is the work of determining the right thing to do in unclear situations by the application of general principles of ethics.  In other words, it’s figuring out what do to on a case-by-case basis using the broad guidelines we do have.

We need to take seriously God’s rules for living as included in the Ten Commandments, the Sermon on the Mount, and the rest of scripture.  When we come to a situation that we consider ambiguous, where commandments actually come into conflict with each another, we don’t throw out biblical teaching.  Instead, we recognize that behind it all is the summary of God’s laws that Jesus gave in response to the person who asked him about which were the greatest laws.
Jesus identified loving God and loving our neighbor as the essence of God’s laws.  So if we apply that to specific circumstances where commandments seem to conflict, we can often see what we ought to do.  In the case of the pastor who lied to his gravely injured parishioner, a legalist would say that lying is always wrong and therefore the pastor did wrong.  But would telling the woman something that might have further endangered her life been right?
In this particular case, when we see that while lying is wrong in accordance with God’s laws, there are occasions when the higher divine principle of loving our neighbor must take priority.  This pastor temporarily suspended the practice of absolute honesty out of concern for the woman’s survival.  There’s no specific instruction, but there are some pretty clear principles.

But let’s use an example closer to our everyday lives.  For many years, Dr. Laura Schlessinger had a radio talk show where she gave advice to people who called the radio station?  People would phone her to ask how they should handle various problematic circumstances.  You didn’t always agree with her advice, but she had a keen ability to cut through the excuses people made for their behavior and got right to the real point.

On one particular program, a father called in for advice on what to tell his teenage daughter about her insistence that she be allowed to go to a hotel with her date after the prom because her friends’ parents were allowing their kids to do it.  This father called in saying he wasn’t sure what to do.  Dr. Laura cut right to the point.  “Do you agree with this?” she asked.  “No,” said the father, “but …” Laura cut in with, “You tell her she has two choices: She either brings her date back home for a little party there, or she comes back home alone.  And if she does anything else, she’s grounded for the rest of her life!”

Now we could say this father shouldn’t even have to ask, but let’s admit that kids are pretty good at throwing up a smoke screen and howling how “everybody’s doing it.”  We also recognize that the desire to have our children appreciate us can lead us to make some unwise decisions.  But if that father had taken the divine principles and applied them in this situation, I don’t think he’d have had to call Dr. Laura.  If he had asked himself what’s the thing that’s both most honoring to God and really loving to his daughter, I think he would have arrived at the same answer that the radio adviser gave him.

You see, while we have no detailed moral instruction manual to cover every situation, we do have the greatest general rules ever given for living.  The Ten Commandments have proven their worth over 4,000 years.  We need to steep ourselves in a full understanding of these God-given principles.  Then, in ambiguous situations, we can make good decisions that are faithful to our commitment to walk in the way of the Lord, and are the best under the circumstances for the people involved.

Let us pray:

Lord God, you have created us and guided us in ways we may not always clearly understand, but you love us through the many situations we face and the decisions we make.  We bless your name for giving us opportunities to prove your ways are best – even when it is difficult for us.  In Jesus’ precious name, we pray.  Amen.
� Howard Thurman, With Head and Heart, 72-73.


� 1 Kings 3:9
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