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Text: Exodus 20:1-20  

20:1 Then God spoke all these words:  

2 I am YHWH your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the 

house of slavery; 3 you shall have no other gods before me. 4 You shall not make for 

yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above, or that is on the 

earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth.  

7 You shall not make wrongful use of the name of YHWH your God, for YHWH 

will not acquit anyone who misuses the divine name.  

8 Remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy. 9 Six days you shall labor and do 

all your work. 10 But the seventh day is a sabbath to YHWH your God; you shall not do 

any work…. 11 For in six days YHWH made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in 

them, but rested the seventh day; therefore YHWH blessed the sabbath day and 

consecrated it.  

12 Honor your father and your mother, so that your days may be long in the land 

that YHWH your God is giving you.  

13 You shall not murder.  

14 You shall not commit adultery.  

15 You shall not steal.  

16 You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.  

17 You shall not covet your neighbor’s house; you shall not covet your neighbor’s 

spouse, or male or female slave, or ox, or donkey, or anything that belongs to your 

neighbor.  

18 When all the people witnessed the thunder and lightning, the sound of the 

trumpet, and the mountain smoking, they were afraid and trembled and stood at a 

distance, 19 and said to Moses, “You speak to us, and we will listen; but do not let God 

speak to us, or we will die.” 20 Moses said to the people, “Do not be afraid; for God has 

come only to test you and to put the fear of [glory] upon you so that you do not sin.”  

1   

Last week in a routine visit to a medical office Angela came across a description of a 

particular kind of self-care that caught her eye. She took a picture with her phone to bring home. 

It reads, in part:  

When life has you running around, why not take five minutes before bed to help 

out the parts of your body that work hardest — your feet? Sit comfortably and take one 

foot in your hand. Circle your ankle slowly, as if you’re turning a crank. This moves the 

stagnant fluids in your ankle, food, and calf and can bring instant relief. Notice your 

breath. … Press both thumbs into your heel and draw little circles. Run your thumbs 

along the arch of your foot, then squeeze and rotate each toe. Notice your breath. … 

Make long, firm strokes from ankle to toes. … Massage circles just under the inner 

anklebone. Squeeze your thumb and index finger up along your Achilles tendon. Switch 
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feet and repeat. … Take four long, slow breaths, imagining that each breath can massage 

your toes from the inside.  

The first time I tried this the sensation of release startled me: almost as though a faucet 

opened in my feet to drain off the accumulated stress of the day. At this point you may be 

thinking that your preacher has lost it. (Always a possibility.) We’re here for s-o-u-l work, not 

for s-o-l-e work.  

We’re here for instruction and inspiration for the life of the spirit. We’re here for moral 

clarity and for a charge to confront the evil of the world that condemns uncounted millions to 

poverty and neglect. We’re here to pray out our anger and agony and incredulity about yet 

another mass shooting and yet another round of “thoughts and prayers” in place of action against 

gun violence. Not so much the foot rub, preacher: we’re not here for a bit of cozy self-help.  

But how shall any of us have the inner resources to confront the depth of brokenness and 

need around us, never mind our own brokenness and need, without restoring our spirits, without 

going back to the source from which all blessings flow?  

A little exercise to care for the soles of our feet might also guide us toward the care of our 

soul and spirit, where we may stand in the presence of grace.  

2    

You might recall that the Ten Commandments that God gave to Moses on Mount Sinai, 

which would form the basis of all the teachings to follow, in their original form were blunt 

statements:  

No other gods; 

No idols; 

No blasphemy; 

Keep Sabbath; 

Honor elders; 

No murder; 

No adultery; 

No theft; 

No lying; 

No lusting.  

With staccato conciseness, the ten commandments give moral absolutes. Which makes 

them perversely hard to follow. Not a one of these would be our first choice in the height of rage, 

or the depth of despair. When fear or desperation or loneliness take hold, we go for fight or 

flight. Not for the ten Words that God gave Moses.  

A colleague wrote about changing the sheets on the bed of her eight-year-old son and 

discovering a hidden arsenal of rubber bands. When she asked about them, the boy said he 

needed them “to feel powerful.” The powerlessness of an eight-year-old is debilitating. His 

mother knew she’d get nowhere arguing. She tried the opposite: extend, rather than resist. “So 

rubber bands make you powerful. Let’s name eleven more things that make you powerful.” The 

boy was willing. And ready. “Well, one is rubber bands. Two is guns. Three is swords. Four is 

slingshots. Five is Uzis. Six….” She got him to stop.  
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“How about some other things? Like words.”  

“No, Mommy, words do not make you powerful.”  

“Okay, how about friendship?” 

“Okay, friendship. Especially if your friends have weapons.” 1 

The story would be more amusing if we were not, in essence, a country ruled and 

managed by eight-year-olds without any parent who could help them deal constructively with 

their feelings of powerlessness. Instead, Harper’s Magazine helps us review a part of our 

nation’s few days. After the Las Vegas massacre many pundits and many politicians said it 

would be “premature” to talk about dealing with gun violence this week, and:  

… a 60-year-old man in New York shot and killed his 27-year-old disabled 

daughter with a shotgun in his back yard and then shot and killed himself, a 46-year-old 

woman was shot and killed in her mobile home in Florida, a 40-year-old man was shot 

and killed in a house in Maryland, a 52-year-old man in Louisiana was shot and killed in 

his back yard, four people attending a vigil for a 30-year-old woman who was shot and 

killed in Florida were then shot by an unknown assailant, a twentysomething man in 

Tennessee was shot and killed outside the group home for disabled adults where he 

worked, a 25-year-old man in Georgia was shot and killed during a bar fight, a 27-year-

old man in Michigan was shot and killed while walking his dogs, a 22-year-old man was 

shot and killed in his kitchen in Michigan while showing a visitor his gun, a two-year-old 

in Illinois was shot by an unknown assailant while the car the child was riding in was 

stopped at a red light, a construction worker in New York was shot and killed on the 37th 

floor of an unfinished building by a co-worker who then shot and killed himself on the 

fifth floor, an 18-year-old boy in New York was shot and killed three blocks from his 

home, a 14-year-old boy in Washington was shot and killed by a 13-year-old boy with a 

handgun he had borrowed from a 12-year-old, and, in Utah, a video was released of a 

police officer fatally shooting a black man who was running away after being pulled over 

for erratically riding his bicycle without a rear reflector. “Deadly force,” said the district 

attorney on the case, “was justified.”2 

In other words, apart from Las Vegas it was a terrifyingly typical week in the United States.  

Maybe by this point you’d rather I describe massaging the other foot. But we already 

know where we need to stand. Back at the foot of Sinai mountain, where heaven and earth met 

for a moment and released into human awareness a tremendous moral wisdom about how to live.  

Unsurprisingly, the story from Exodus said nothing about gun violence. No such weapons 

existed. Curiously, it said nothing about any other particular means of violence. The closest 

Word came in the sixth commandment: “no murder.”  

Well, not only the sixth. This week we heard a reminder from Newtown, Connecticut, 

which for decades to come will need healing from the murder of its schoolchildren and teachers. 

The pastor of the UCC congregation in Newtown repeated weary, prophetic words: in this 

country we don’t have a second amendment problem. We have a second commandment problem.  

                                                 
1 Adapted from Donna Schaper, Hard Times: Sermons on Hope. 
2 Joe Kloc, Harpers Magazine, 6 Oct 2017 
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We have made idols with feverish determination, as though God had departed the 

universe altogether and left human beings to create substitutes for holiness. Guns become idols, 

symbolizing protection. Idols mean that we humans have decided we know better than God. We 

worship the takers of life more than we do the maker of life. 

The adoration of violence, so closely entwined with the cult of utter independence, is 

killing us. We are shooting down our neighbors in the street; we are turning our souls into a 

firing range target. Some go so far as to declare that second amendment freedoms are more 

valuable than human life. The murder of innocents being a regrettable but necessary price for 

said freedom.  

3   

I don’t have any idea whether there is a kind of gun control that could work. But I do 

know stopping the idolatry starts with us. It starts in congregations of people who are going back 

to the foot of the mountain where God appears, to remember those simple words that are easy to 

remember and so hard to live out: No other gods. No idols.  

The commandments designed to promote the love of God and love of neighbor — they 

can’t work if they are imposed: only if chosen. So we go back, in our hearts, to the foot of Mt. 

Sinai to hear: No blasphemy; Keep Sabbath; Honor elders.  

Even if next week brings new horror and heartache, we do as the small band of Israelites 

did: go back to the basics, tend to the soul, remember that none of us has the strength to love God 

and neighbor without the support of one another. No murder; No adultery; No theft; No lying; 

No lusting.  

4   

Remember that these commandments came in the early days, when our ancestors 

probably still had mud on their sandals from fleeing across the Red Sea. First God gave water 

and food in the desert, then these words: distilled wisdom, the ten best ways to live. Compact and 

brief so we could carry them in our memories. Instructions that God gave not when everything 

was going right but when life was full of danger and fright.  

No other gods; 

No idols; 

No blasphemy; 

Keep Sabbath; 

Honor elders; 

No murder; 

No adultery; 

No theft; 

No lying; 

No lusting.  

Our feet grow weary on the way. Our spirits take a beating. The holy Word comes not to 

punish — we’ve all missed more than one of these — but to renew our souls. To set our sights 

on the love that still rules, in spite of the inhumanity of humankind.  
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5   

So if this is the first sermon you have ever heard, and if this is the last, remember that 

God’s care for each soul begins before we were created, and stretches on without end. Love God. 

Love your neighbors as though they belong to you.  

Our lives depend on it.  


