FOCUS ON THE ESSENTIALS
Notes at the Door (Part 1) | Deuteronomy 6:1-9

When I was child, I would sometimes be rushing out the door to get to school and see a flash of yellow in the corner of my eye and I’d stop. I’d back up. And I’d focus in on this small piece of paper torn from a yellow legal-pad and scotch-taped to the door frame. (Post-It notes wouldn’t appear till I was a high school senior.) On the yellow note my mom had scrawled: “Did you remember your lunch?” or, “Don’t forget your dentist appointment!” or sometimes just, “I love you.”

Have YOU ever gotten or left for someone else such NOTES AT THE DOOR?  Maybe it was an invitation to a party or a thank you note. Perhaps it was a card of condolence or encouragement. That note got left there because doorways are places people go through a lot and what gets put there will probably be seen. For example, there’s a wonderful man in this congregation who, for years, regularly left coffeecakes at the door of our home in Hinsdale.  When I finally complained about all those calories, he switched to quiches.  Those quiches are so good, I’m about to suggest he leave Ozempic muffins!  Truthfully, Amy and I don’t want him to stop. Why? Because those gifts our friend leaves are Notes at the Door, in a sense. He is more than ninety-years old and he’s telling us: “I’m thinking of you. I want to bless you. Remember me too.” 

Long ago, the prophet Moses got to a point in his life at least remotely like that. He was an older man and he realized that his time of leadership in the life of his people was coming to a close. The Israelites would soon leave behind the desert in which they’d been traveling and cross over into the land of Canaan and Moses would not be going with them. So, he became remarkably focused and impassioned in his words to his people.  Listen to what Moses says, as recorded in the Book of Deuteronomy. 

These commandments that I give you today are to be on your hearts. Please let what I’m going to say to sink in. Impress them on your children. These ideas are for every generation. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up. Really process what I am going to share with you. Tie [these commands] as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads.  Keep them with you always. WRITE THEM ON THE DOORFRAMES of your houses and on your gates.  Let these be like Notes at the Door.

I can relate a bit to Moses right now. Poetically speaking, this church will cross a Jordan River of sorts in mid-January and I won’t be going with you. I’m aware that it’s not anything like as big a transition as what the scriptures describe but, at least faintly, like Moses passed the staff of leadership to Joshua I will pass the staff to my friend, Steve Carter, who I’m confident will lead you so wisely and well into a very good land. 
Before you cross into that future, however, I have just a few NOTES AT THE DOOR for you – some principles and practices I hope you will continue to keep before you and let matter to you.  And the first message I’d like to post on the doorframe is this one: FOCUS ON THE ESSENTIALS.  

When I first visited Christ Church back in 1996, one of the things that most impressed me about this community of faith was that it exhibited a UNITY that seemed to have made possible a remarkable VITALITY.  I was amazed that Christ Church had held together for so many decades during a season in history where so many other churches and Americans in general were dividing over so many political, cultural and religious issues.  I came from a denomination that was spending so much of its time and energy on internal fights that it had little left for its mission. When I found out that this congregation was made up of people who’d come from more than 30 different denominational traditions and many different socioeconomic streams, I was dumbfounded.  “How have you done this?” I asked the founding pastor. “How have you managed to collect and keep this amazing range of people and not become divided?”  

Do you know what Arthur DeKruyter told me?  “It takes a lot of work,” he said.  “We don’t do it perfectly.  But we try to practice what I call ‘CLASSIC CHRISTIANITY’ here.”  As I questioned him further and learned more about this church, my understanding of Classic Christianity came down to this. Here at Christ Church, we try to make disciples of Jesus, who worship, grow, and serve, the way we see modelled by the early church described in the Book of the Acts of the Apostles (see Acts 2:42-47).  We teach and stay united around the big ideas described in the Apostle Creed and our church’s simple Statement of Faith.  

If you haven’t read that statement lately, you can find it on our website in the ABOUT section. Let me paraphrase: We believe in the triune God -- Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  We believe in the authority of Scripture as the infallible rule of our faith and practice. We believe in the atoning sacrifice of Jesus on the cross for our sins and the necessity of making a personal response to him as our eternal Savior and the Lord of our daily lives. We believe the resurrected Christ calls us to go into all the world as witnesses to the good news of his kingdom and that one-day Jesus will make all things new. For us, these are the ESSENTIALS.

Keeping our focus there, we refuse to get caught up in fruitless debates over how much water to use at baptism or how each stage of the end times will work or how Christians should think on all political and social matters.  We teach God’s Word and allow a peaceable range of opinion in our congregation about a variety of practical matters. As Christ Church, we take our cues from the wisdom of a North African Bishop of the fifth century who was watching the adolescent Christian Church being torn apart by the controversies and conflicts of his age. This is the counsel that leader, the man we now know as St. Augustine, gave to the Church: “Let there be unity in the essentials, liberality in the non-essentials, and charity in all things.”  

Christ Church, I want to encourage and even challenge you to stay true to this maxim.  Spoiler Alert: You are not going to agree with everything that your next pastor says from the pulpit or articulates elsewhere.  You won’t always see eye-to-eye with the choice of curriculum in the church’s education program.  You’ll differ with the person sitting next to you on how to vote or what to do on complex issues.  Do not let that destroy the peace and unity of this unusual, God-blessed church. 

Listen to what the Apostle Paul said about this in his advice to a young pastor named Timothy: Keep reminding God’s people of these things. Warn them before God against quarreling about words; it is of no value, and only ruins those who listen…  Don’t have anything to do with foolish and stupid arguments, because you know they produce quarrels. And the Lord’s servant must not be quarrelsome but must be kind to everyone, able to teach, not resentful. Opponents must be gently instructed, in the hope that GOD will grant them repentance leading them to a knowledge of the truth (2 Tim 2:14, 23-25).  

Please don’t get me wrong here.  I hope you will stand very strong for the short list of truly ESSENTIAL beliefs of the Christian life. If your list of “essential” beliefs grows too long, however, go back and check it against Jesus, who somehow managed to boil down the entire Jewish law to loving God with all that we are and loving our neighbor as we love ourselves (Luke 10:27).  Its OK to “gently instruct” those you feel may be off-track; but be sure to show humility and a willingness to learn from Christians who feel that obedience to those essential beliefs has different implications than you’ve seen. And demonstrate “charity” -- a Christ-like love -- in all you do.  Please don’t let me come back from Florida and discover that this wonderful church has been quarreling and dividing over words and foolish stuff.

Because I’m starting to sound a wee bit cranky here, let me shift gears and close out our time today by taking you back to the message of Moses. Remember, he’s trying to leave some NOTES AT THE DOOR for these people he loves and this is what he says: 
These are the commands, decrees and laws the Lord your God directed me to teach you to observe in the land that you are crossing the Jordan to possess.  In other words, Moses is saying there are certain truths that didn’t just spring from my brain but came from the Lord YOUR God.  He gave me these truths for YOU.  He DIRECTED me to TEACH you not simply to entertain these truths as possibilities but to OBSERVE them as practices… in the land that you are venturing into… in the future that is unfolding for you.

Why? Why is it so important that we actually practice the commands, decrees and laws that God gives us?  I think it’s fair to ask that question.  Why do this whole “church” thing?  Why take the Bible seriously?  Why be more committed to living the Way of the Kingdom than the way of all the earthly empires clamoring for our allegiance?  Moses gives us two reasons and the FIRST is this: So that you, your children and their children after them may FEAR the Lord your God as long as you live by keeping all his decrees and commands that I give you. The idea that we should do what God says because he is FEARSOME is one of those ESSENTIAL ideas that has gone out of fashion in our time.  Many people have become so enamored with our capacities and blessings that they’ve lost sight of their Source. Today, we spend more time wondering why God is not aligning himself better with our desires than with quaking at the fact that we have not aligned ourselves with his desires.

I saw an insect crawling across the floor of my study one day. I walked right by it and the bug froze. I thought: Is this because the insect really understands the difference between me and it?  Is that bug taking in anything more than the fact that the edge of my shoe is colossally larger it is?  Staring at life from all of three millimeters high, do you think that insect could understand what it was to move through the world at 6’ 4”?  Do you suppose it had the capacity to perceive the gap between the little nerve bundle in its head and the power of even my very ordinary human mind?  And then it really hit me.  If even my little brain contains at least the potential to compose literature and sonatas, to engineer skyscrapers and space shuttles, to create AI or unravel the working of genes – what do you suppose the capacity of the Creator is?  

I hope that this church will never lose sight of the fact that God is to you and me, not as you or I are to that bug, but as you and I are to one of the subatomic particles that make up that insect. On the scale from blind and puny to brilliant and powerful, there is small, big, and greater. Then, far beyond imagining, there is GOD.  We will always have our politicians and celebrities, our institutions and strategic plans. But only God is truly GREAT. I hope this sensibility will always show up in the quality of worship at Christ Church.  I hope it will show as we go into the world refusing to bow to the idols of our time. Let it show in our commitment to God’s kingdom’s values above all the fickle ideologies and fleeting power structures of our age.  Whatever happens in the election on Tuesday, please remember, how GREAT IS OUR GOD. 

But there is a second essential reason to be a community of people who observe the commands, decrees, and laws of God – who do what God says for us to do.  Moses puts it this way. It is …So that you, your children, and their children after them, may ENJOY long life.  Hear, Israel, and be careful to obey so that it may go WELL with you and that you may INCREASE greatly in a land flowing with milk and honey, just as the Lord, the God of your ancestors, promised you.

Long after I am gone from this place, I hope you will still remember that we observe and practice what God calls us to be and do not just because we are in awe of his greatness but because we know that GOD IS GOOD and nothing he calls us to – no matter how hard -- is for any purpose other than our good.  Steve did a great job of describing this last week.  Read the text carefully here. God is not against human beings; he is FOR them.  He wants us to ENJOY life.  He wants life to go WELL for us.  He wants our flourishing and thriving to INCREASE.  And he will use everything to accomplish his good purposes.

There are a lot of people in our world today that are struggling to believe that.  They’ve seen people who purport to represent God molesting children, abusing power, doing violence to others, and prioritizing human empires over Christ’s Kingdom. I was like this once.  I was a teenager caddying for men I’d seen attending the church my parents dragged me to and then seeing in their conversations with their buddies on the golf course how little anything Jesus said really changed the way they came at life.  

People today are wondering why the people who claim Jesus as their Lord don’t behave the way they intuitively sense that Jesus would.  But you know, we are Christ’s Church.  We can present an alternative to that.  Please demonstrate that you, even imperfectly, are striving to do what God says because you hold these two ESSENTIAL BELIEFS, that God is so GREAT and he is so GOOD.  As I think back now, I realize that was the first prayer I ever learned.  Maybe you learned it too.  My parents taught me to fold my chubby little hands and bow my head and pray: “God is great, God is good, and we thank him for our food.”   The more that you and I come to understand how great God is and how good God is, the more we will live our lives will come down to these two ESSENTIAL PRACTICES -- worship and gratitude.

Let finish with a blunt statement: You, your future pastor, and the leadership of this church are going to have to sort through a lot in your own personal lives, in the life of Christ Church, and in the life of the world. If the past is any kind of prelude to what is to come, there will be so many crises and conflicts and changes to come. In the midst of all this, it will be easy to become distracted or discouraged if you do not as individuals and a community focus on a few important things. Remember ST. AUGUSTINE’S MAXIM – Unity in the essentials. Liberality in the non-essentials. Charity in all things.  Practicing that will be easier if you remember the GREATNESS of God and don’t let your image of or faithfulness to Him shrink.  Remember the GOODNESS of God and dare to trust that he is working for good even where it looks very bad.  

Those are just a few of the first notes I want to leave with you, here at the door.
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