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“But Also Overflows” — November 12, 2017
Joshua 24:20–25
20 Joshua said to the people, “If you forsake the Lord and serve foreign gods, then he will turn and do you harm, and consume you, after having done you good.” 21And the people said to Joshua, “No, we will serve the Lord!” 

22Then Joshua said to the people, “You are witnesses against yourselves that you have chosen the Lord, to serve him.” And they said, “We are witnesses.” 

23He said, “Then put away the foreign gods that are among you, and incline your hearts to the Lord, the God of Israel.” 24The people said to Joshua, “The Lord our God we will serve, and him we will obey.” 25So Joshua made a covenant with the people that day, and made statutes and ordinances for them at Shechem.


2 Corinthians 9:6–12, 15
6 The point is this: the one who sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and the one who sows bountifully will also reap bountifully. 7Each of you must give as you have made up your mind, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver. 

8 God is able to provide you with every blessing in abundance, so that by always having enough of everything, you may share abundantly in every good work. . . .

10He who supplies seed to the sower and bread for food will supply and multiply your seed for sowing and increase the harvest of your righteousness. 11You will be enriched in every way for your great generosity, which will produce thanksgiving to God through us; 12for the rendering of this ministry not only supplies the needs of the saints but also overflows with many thanksgivings to God. . . . 

15Thanks be to God for his indescribable gift!

You’ve heard the saying, “what you sow is what you reap. Paul is saying that, and more. He’s saying that if we sow bountifully, we will reap even more bountifully. “You will be enriched in every way for your great generosity”; in fact, God will even increase “your righteousness” (2 Cor 9:10–11). Spirit is different from material things, in that the more you give away, the more spiritually rich you become. The generosity is an overflowing reality that blesses many.
What are we giving to, when we donate to a church, besides keeping up a building, buying educational materials for Sunday school, supporting the conference, and paying for a pianist and a minister? We are also contributing to an ongoing community, really a covenanted community. Now, the Joshua passage is about covenant. It was chosen for the time of year for pledging to one’s church, because churches also are founded on a covenant, and involve an ongoing agreement.
Early Israel was a covenanted community, a society based upon an agreement to follow Yahweh, the Lord. Moses formalized this agreement not long after the 10 commandments were received. He performed what we call a covenant sacrifice, sprinkling the blood of the sacrificial animal upon the people as a promise accompanied by a self-threat. A covenant sacrifice has nothing to do with making a gift to God. This kind of sacrifice is all about making a solemn promise, swearing to not break it, under the penalty of death. When I was a child, we used to say “cross my heart and hope to die.” The solemn promise is accompanied by a self-threat.

The central point is not the threat, but the agreement, and the seriousness with which it is being taken. Moses established a community, using a covenant sacrifice ceremony in Exodus 24. Here, in Joshua 24, his successor, Joshua, gets the Israelites to promise their loyalty to the covenant with Yahweh, and to him alone, but he uses a memorial stone, rather than a sacrifice, and says the stone “shall be a witness against you, if you deal falsely with your God” (Josh 24:27). This reminds them of the danger of breaking the agreement.
The people vigorously deny that they will forsake God. How could Joshua most emphatically re-affirm the covenant that Moses had made between them and God?—By giving them statutes and ordinances (24:25) that clarified the Law of Moses.

Churches are also a kind of covenanted community, especially UCC churches, which look back to the Cambridge Platform drawn up by Puritans in 1648, which pictured each congregation as “a holy covenant” and “members one of another.” So it is a covenant with God, and a covenant with each other. They were promising to work together for the same values, to be permanently committed to the group effort.
In the churches, we also make a covenant with God. We agree to trust God and to follow his Son, the Messiah Jesus. Our covenant is not accompanied by a law code, but by a principle of living that forces us to be mindful. We don’t have a rigid law, but we are called to be sensitive to the differing needs of different people. We might need to say “take heart, daughter, your faith has made you well” (Matt 9:22), or we might need to say “sin no more” (1 Cor 15:34; John 5:14), depending on the circumstances and what someone really needs to hear.

The Gospel means we are subject to the law of love, which is harder, in a way, than the law of Moses, because it forces us to be more alert and prayerful in the present moment. We have to be more creatively responsive. Often we think of the best thing to say only after the encounter is over, but that’s alright. It trains us to be ready the next time.
Jesus lit up the lamp of truth and turned on the light of love, but he left enough uncertainty about the adaptation of his ideals to life situations that we are compelled to be imaginative. We sometimes try to build cages of dogma around his teachings, but the freedom in his teachings keeps bursting those cages. There is no static rule of life which, once learned, ends the need for further discovery. There will always be an adventuresome interplay between certainty and uncertainty. We need to be like new wineskins, able to stretch.
Ethical behavior within the community has not become less important, but it has to become deeper. Our responses to others have to be personal rather than legalistic. The ethical demand is just as great as it’s ever been. And the community needs our commitment and seriousness as much as religious communities have ever needed them.
To summarize my main points: a UCC church is a covenanted community, in a different way than ancient Israel was, but with a similar underlying principle of cooperation and commitment. The covenant forms a community that intends to be permanent. Our covenant is accompanied by the law of love rather than a law code, and that requires higher sensitivity to people’s differing needs. How we treat each other—that is, the ethics we practice—is crucial to the survival of the community. And our contributions of time and money to the community are also necessary. 
Paul says “God “will supply and multiply your seed for sowing and increase the harvest of your righteousness. You will be enriched in every way for your great generosity” (2 Cor 9:10–11). 

Obviously, our receiving is linked with our giving. If we get into the recycling business—the spiritual recycling business—then we are learning how love works. What goes around comes around, but it increases as it goes around. God “began a good work among” us, and “will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ,” so “that your love may overflow more and more with knowledge and full insight to help you to determine what is best” (Phil 1:6, 9–10). May God always help us do what is best.
